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Like all of us who teach sociology, we want to help a diverse range of students grasp the basic concepts of the 
discipline, see the relevance of those concepts to their everyday lives, and apply what they learn to the world around 
them. We want students to experience that aha! moment when they see the familiar in a new way and realize that 
sociology’s tools can help them better understand their rapidly changing social world. In other words, we want 
students to see the world from a sociological perspective and to actively use their sociological imagination. We want 
them to experience sociology. 


Whet’s unique about Experience Sociolosy? 
CULTURE. STRUCTURE. POWER. Experience Sociology engages students with a clear framework 


for understanding their world based on three familiar terms at the heart of sociology: culture, structure, and 
power. Through the lenses of these three concepts, students learn from their first class to see the world from a 
sociological perspective and to grasp the significance of sociology for their own lives. For every topic in the book— 
from the family to the economy to the environment—they learn to recognize the effects of the culture they have 
been taught, see the structures that constrain or empower them, and notice how power operates at every level of 


society. 


How is theory covered? 


‘Theory has a role in every chapter in Experience Sociology, We know how important it is for students not only 

to be able to apply concepts to their lives, but also to understand and be able to apply sociological theory. With 
its innovative organization around primary sociological concepts, Experience Sociology emphasizes the common 
ground that informs a basic sociological perspective. But every chapter also addresses the way differing theoretical 
perspectives illuminate various facets of these key sociological concepts, letting instructors and students go beyond 
conventional theoretical boundaries and the either-or framing of theoretical perspectives to see how each can 
contribute to our understanding of the social world. 


What's the full Experience? 


Experience Sociology is much more than this textbook alone. Incorporating the work of many sociology 


instructors, it is instead a comprehensive instructional program that combines digital and print resources to 
promote student learning. Featuring interactive activities and videos tied to learning objectives, and an adaptive 
diagnostic tool that generates a study plan specifically designed to address students’ individual strengths and 
weaknesses, Experience Sociology helps you manage assignments and makes learning and studying more engaging 
and efficient for your students. 

We wrote Experience Sociology because we want students to be able to do just that: experience their world 
differently through the insights of sociology. We hope these resources will help you in introducing your students to 
the excitement of sociology. 


Sincerely, 


Make the familiar a new 
experience for you and your 
students. 


WHY THE 3D GLASSES? 

We want students to see their familiar 
world in a new way. Experience Sociology 
uses the lenses of culture, structure, and 
power to empower students to move 
beyond an individual perspective to gain 
a sociological perspective. 


G Using the lenses of CULTURE, 
cultu re STRUCTURE, and POWER, 
Experience Sociology shows 
students the significance of 
sociology for their own lives. 
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focus valuable class time on higher- 
level concepts. 


Give students the experience 
of doing sociology with 
Investigate Sociology. 


Investigate Sociology: Race, Crime & Deviance 


>] he engagin nteractive 7 
T i i i ex rma e nig ‘s arre 
2 g g, ’ ith the Editor-in-Chief Next: Learn about Hakeem Knight st 


sto ry- ba sed sce n a rios i n Any questions you'd like to ask before getting started? Select them from the list below to hear the Editor-in-Chiefs 


responses. We recommend that you watch all of them, but it's not required. 


Investigate Sociology help students 


¥ Questions for the Editor-in-Chief 
develop their sociological 


imagination, challenging them 


> steps do | need to take to learn more about 


Saciologist’s Toolkit" on the bottom 


to use the lenses of culture, race, 
class, and gender to delve deeply 
into significant and timely issues. 
To complete these scenarios, 
students study background 
information, analyze data, conduct 


interviews, and write up and 


> Sociologist's Toolkit 


support their conclusions. STR 


= 


areal 


EXPER | ENCE SOCIOLOGY includes a variety of boxed features and in-text learning aids 


to help students appreciate the range of sociology’s insights and their relevance to today’s fast-changing 
social world, and to apply sociology’s concepts and theories to their own lives. 


Sociology Matters boxes highlight the 
contributions of sociological research to 


BOXED FEATURES 
public policy and to the efforts of public 


PE TPIT. EG arn SSS 
interest organizations, social movements, 


and others to effect social change. 


in fields such as health care, criminal justice, social work, 


Sociology Works boxes profile people who 
studied sociology in college and are now 
using sociology’s insights in diverse work 
settings. These boxes feature people working 


business, mass media, government, and the military. 


Through a Sociological Lens boxes 
demonstrate how sociology can provide 
distinctive insights into contemporary social 


issues. Students can see how sociological 
research reveals information that can both surprise and 
empower them in their everyday lives. 


Social Change Notes illustrate the ever- 

evolving nature of our social world. These 

brief, engaging notes, illustrated with 

photographs, advertisements, or other 
images, show students how change has been a constant 
feature of social life. 


In-Transition sections conclude each 
chapter with a look at the influence of 
changing social conditions on some aspect 
of the chapter topic. Examples include the 
commercialization of deviance, increasing inequality in 
the United States, the changing nature of organizations, 
and convergence in gender and sexuality. 
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Thinking About notes help students connect 
chapter content to their own experience. 
These brief notes, found at the bottom of 
text pages, prompt students to consider 
how the three core concepts of culture, structure, and 
power apply to their own lives and views on issues, thus 
encouraging students to begin to think sociologically. 


CG 
learning. Appearing with selected figures, 
tables, and photographs, these questions prompt 
students to apply culture, structure, and power in 
thinking about an issue as well as to think critically about 
the graphic, table, or image. 


Core Concepts Challenge questions 
encourage students to apply their 
sociological imagination to what they are 


Spotlight notes prompt students to consider 
social theories that are discussed within 

the text. These notes help students use the 
concepts of culture, structure, and power to 
apply the theory to their own lives. 
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EXPER ENCE SOCIOLOGY is available to instructors and students in traditional print 


format as well as online within McGraw-Hill’s Connect Sociology, an integrated assignment and 
assessment platform. Connect Sociology’s online tools make managing assignments easier for instructors— 
and make learning and studying more motivating and efficient for students. 


~) LearnSmart This powerful learning system helps students assess their knowledge of 
course content through a series of adaptive questions, intelligently pinpointing concepts 
the student does not understand and mapping out a personalized study plan for success. 


>) Investigate Sociology These engaging, interactive, story-based online activities challenge 
students to delve deeply into issues of race, class, gender, and culture, giving them the 
experience of doing sociology. 


>) Integrated eBook A fully loaded eBook allows students to review Experience Sociology 
anytime and anywhere. They can highlight, take notes, and quickly search for key terms 
and phrases. 


~) Real-time Reports These printable, exportable reports show how well each student (or 
section) is performing on each course segment. Instructors can use this feature to spot 
problem areas before they crop up on an exam. 


*) Assignable and Assessable Activities Instructors can easily deliver assignments and 
tests online, and students can practice skills that fulfill learning objectives at their own 
pace and on their own schedule. 


seh os | seers ma 
= NEW 


Email A eae 
HOME ECTS PRODUCT TOUR 


»> 


LESS MANAGING. 


MORE TEACHING. 


GREATER LEARNING. 


McGraw-Hill Connect” is a web-based 
assignment and assessment platform that i GET 10 KNOW connect 
helps you connect your students to their ! Sees a f 
coursework and to success beyond the 4 
course, | 


gBaB> 


SELECT ANY OF THE 7 SUBJECT AREAS (e.g. BUSINESS AND ECONOMICS, CAREER) 


en A NE Nn 
BUSINESS & CAREER HUMANITITES HMOLOGICAL HY SICAL MATHEMATICS 
ECONOMICS EDUCATION AND & SOCIAL SCIENCES 4 4 STATISTICS 
R STUDENT SUCCESS| SCIENCES NUTRITION SCIENCES 


Beja 


XXiii 


Teaching and Learning with 


TEACHING RESOURCES 


>) 


Instructor’s Manual, written by Nick McRee, The 
University of Portland, and Sarah Bill Schott, North 
Central College and Northeastern Illinois University. The 
Instructor’s Manual incorporates tips for both new and 
experienced instructors and includes learning objectives, 
brief and detailed chapter outlines, chapter summaries, 
lecture outlines, lecture ideas, and topics for class 
discussion. 


Test Bank, written by Markéta Cawood, Hopkinsville 
Community College; Shelly Dutchin, Western Technical 
College; Erica Hunter, University at Albany; and Karrie 
Ann Snyder-Carson, Northwestern University. This 
resource offers 100 multiple-choice and true-or-false 
questions for each chapter. McGraw-Hill’s computerized 
EZ Test allows instructors to create customized exams 
using the publisher’s supplied test items or instructors’ 
own questions. A version of the test bank is also provided 
in Microsoft Word files for instructors who prefer that 
format. 


PowerPoint Slides. The selections, which include video 
resources such as illustrative social scenarios and NBC 
News segments, can be used as is or modified to meet the 
needs of individual instructors. 
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Design your own ideal 
raw Cred te course materials with 
McGraw-Hill’s Create™, 
http://www.mcgrawhillcreate.com. Rearrange or omit 
chapters, combine material from other sources, upload 
your syllabus or any other content you have written to 
make the perfect resource for your students. Search 
thousands of leading McGraw-Hill textbooks to find the 
best content for your students; then arrange it to fit your 
teaching style. You can even personalize your book’s 
appearance by selecting the cover and adding your name, 
school, and course information. When you order a Create 
book, you receive a complimentary review copy. Get a 
printed copy in 3 to 5 business days or an electronic copy 
(e-Comp) via e-mail in about an hour. Register today at 
http://www.mcgrawhillcreate.com, and craft your 


course resources to match the way you teach. 
McGraw-Hill Campus™ 
is anew one-stop 


a Ca mM DUS teaching and learning 


experience available to users of any learning management 
system. This institutional service allows faculty and 
students to enjoy single sign-on (SSO) access to all 
McGraw-Hill Higher Education materials, including 
the award-winning McGraw-Hill Connect® platform, 
from directly within the institution’s web site. McGraw- 
Hill Campus provides faculty with instant access to all 
McGraw-Hill Higher Education teaching materials (e.g., 
eTextbooks, test banks, PowerPoint slides, animations 
and learning objects), allowing them to browse, search, 
and use any instructor ancillary content in our vast library 
at no additional cost to instructor or students. Students 
enjoy SSO access to a variety of free (e.g., quizzes, flash 
cards, narrated presentations) and subscription-based 
products (e.g., McGraw-Hill Connect). With this program 
enabled, faculty and students will never need to create 
another account to access McGraw-Hill products and 
services. 


Tegrity Campus 
@egrity CQMPUS isa service that 

makes class time 

available around the clock. It automatically captures 
every lecture in a searchable format for students to 
review when they study and complete assignments. 

With a simple one-click start-and-stop process, 
you capture all computer screens and corresponding 
audio. Students replay any part of any class with 
easy-to-use browser-based viewing on a PC or Mac. 

With Tegrity Campus, students quickly recall key 
moments by using Tegrity Campus’s unique search 
feature, which lets them efficiently find what they 
need, when they need it, across an entire semester of 
class recordings. 

Help turn all your students’ study time into 
learning moments immediately supported by your 
lecture. 

To learn more about Tegrity, watch a 2-minute 
Flash demo at http://tegritycampus.mhhe.com. 
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Learn Smart Choose Smart. 


registration 
codes for this exciting product. CourseSmart offers 
thousands of the most commonly adopted textbooks 
across hundreds of courses from a wide variety of 
higher education publishers. It is the only place 

for faculty to review and compare the full text of a 
book online, providing immediate access without 
the environmental impact of requesting a printed 
exam copy. At CourseSmart, students can save up 
to 50 percent off the cost of a printed book, reduce 
their impact on the environment, and gain access 
to powerful web tools for learning, including full 
text search, notes and highlighting, and e-mail tools 
for sharing notes among classmates. Learn more at 
http://www.coursesmart.com. 
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How can culture, 
structure, and power, 
three core sociological 
concepts, help you 
understand sociology’s 


diverse theories? 


How can sociology, 
which emerged ina 
period of revolutionary 
change, help you 
understand your own 


rapidly changing world? 


ao) 
c= 
= 
oo 
c 
00 
[os 
oO 
cy 
UO 
oO 
Cc 
> 
60 
& 
ig 
U 
° 
nn 


CHAPTER 1 


very time you turn on a cell phone to make or receive a call, send a text, or surf the Internet, you 
are connecting with a nearby relay tower and leaving an electronic fingerprint that tells the phone 
company where you are, what time it is, and to whom (or what) you are connecting. Social scientists 
mined this data to study the daily movements of 50,000 people for three months. (Out of privacy 
concerns, the data had been stripped of information that could tie it to specific individuals.) 

The result? We are all, it seems, creatures of habit, much more predictable and much less 
spontaneous than we might like to think. The researchers found that if you know where people have 
been—whatever their age, sex, or native language and whether they live in a city or in the country— 
you can accurately predict where they will be, on average, 93 percent of the time. We typically sleep 
at home (which, for students, might be a dorm room or an apartment), follow a routine in getting 
ready for and travelling to school or work, drop by the same coffee shop on the way, and spend the 
day at work or in classes. “Spontaneous individuals,” one of the researchers concluded, “are largely 
absent from the population” (Barabasi 2010). 

Foursquare—a social networking site that provides a form of location-based advertising—was one 
of the first companies to exploit the commercial potential of data like these to market to consumers. 
But the science behind predicting people’s movements may also serve such useful public purposes as 
predicting the spread of disease, designing efficient public transportation systems, and planning for 


the efficient use of energy. 


> 


In revealing “the inherent regularity of human behavior” 
(Song et al. 2010, 1021), the results of the cell phone tracking 
study also confirm a central insight of sociology: we live our 
lives embedded in social structures that we may not be aware 
of, but that shape our daily activities. @ 


e predictability of our daily routines is a simple reminder 
that patterns of behavior characterize human life more 
broadly. As people interact with one another, they de- 
velop routines that, taken together, create and maintain 

society. We go to school, go to work, go shopping, date, raise 
children, vote. These predictable actions maintain the social 
institutions—family, schools, economy, government—that, in 
turn, shape our lives. 

But humans also have the capacity to change their behavior 
and, in so doing, to change society. How we create our social 
world; how we maintain some semblance of social order amid 
constant change; how the culture, structure, and relations of 
power that characterize our world help shape our lives; how 
some people break out of predictable routines to help change 
the world—these are some of the topics explored in sociology. 

This chapter introduces you to sociology, its unique per- 
spective, and its early development as a discipline. It exam- 
ines some of sociology’s diverse theories and the core concepts 
that unite the field, along with a number of key concerns of 
sociology— indeed, of all of us—today. We will see how sociol- 
ogy offers us insight into the forces that are shaping our lives 
and, at the same time, how it helps us to recognize our own 
capacity to bring about change. 


Sociology is the systematic study of the relationship between in- 
dividuals and society. The approach used in sociology can be 
thought of as a perspective, a way of looking at the world. To 
take a sociological perspective is to see and understand the con- 
nections between individuals and the broader social contexts in 
which they live. You can understand your own life—including 
the forces that have shaped your current daily routines and 
the options you have in your future—only by considering the 
broader social contexts within which you live. Your identity (in- 
cluding your race, ethnicity, class, gender, and nationality) as 
well as the social environment in which you live (including your 
family, neighborhood, country, culture, and historical period) 
influence who you are and who you can be. Understanding 
those connections is at the heart of a sociological perspective. 


The Sociological Perspective 


American sociologist C. Wright Mills, writing in 1959, pro- 
vided probably the best-known description of the sociological 
perspective (or, as he called it, the sociological imagination). 
According to Mills, “The sociological imagination enables us 
to grasp history and biography and the relations between the 
two within a society” (p. 6). In other words, our individual 


a A motorcycle-riding Texan, C. Wright Mills, wrote a classic 
description of the sociological perspective and a series of books 
focused on social class and power in the United States (1948, 1952, 
1956). He taught at Columbia University from 1946 until 1962, when 
he died of a heart attack at age forty-five. Mills’s critique of the 
concentration of power in the United States inspired a generation of 
activists in the 1960s to promote a more inclusive and democratic 
society, themes that continue to resonate today. 


condition (what Mills calls “biography”) depends, in part, 
upon larger forces in society (“history”). 

Do you live ina prosperous, peaceful society with democratic 
freedoms or in one where survival is a challenge, violence is a 
constant threat, and people’s basic civil rights are suppressed? 
Is your mother or father a retail clerk, an auto worker, a school 
teacher, an engineer, in the military, a business executive, or 
unemployed? Are you African American, Hispanic, Asian, 
White? Are you male, female, or transgendered? Are you gay 
or straight? Are you from a rural community, the suburbs, or 
a major city? Were you raised as a Christian, a Jew, a Muslim, 
a Hindu, or a nonbeliever? Although we often like to think of 
ourselves as rugged individuals responsible for our own lives, 
characteristics and circumstances like these influence who we 
are and the options we have. And as Mills (1959) points out, as 
social conditions change, so do the lives of individuals: 


When a society is industrialized, a peasant becomes a worker; 
a feudal lord is liquidated or becomes a businessman. When 
classes rise or fall a man is employed or unemployed; when the 
rate of investment goes up or down, a man takes new heart 
or goes broke. When wars happen, an insurance salesman be- 
comes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a radar man; a wife lives 
alone; a child grows up without a father. Neither the life of an 
individual nor the history of a society can be understood with- 
out understanding both. (p. 3) 


We need only consider the economic downturn of recent years, 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the rapid growth of technol- 
ogy, and accompanying social developments to see that Mills’s 
observations are as relevant today as they were more than half 
a century ago. 
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Sociology in a Changing World 


CHAPTER 1 


a 


ay Personal choices—especially deciding to volunteer for the 
armed forces—contributed to this Iraq war veteran’s current situa- 
tion. But those decisions were made in the context of broader social 
conditions, including economic pressures to earn a living, a culture 
of popular patriotism, key decisions made by those with political 
power, and events that transformed international relations. The 
connections between individual lives and larger social processes are 
rarely so explicit or so poignant. 


However, Mills and other sociologists do not argue that peo- 
ple are simply the passive objects of their social circumstances. 
Rather, as the sociological perspective reveals, interplay exists 
between the social conditions that shape our lives and the ac- 
tions we take as individuals. We don’t get to choose the condi- 
tions under which we live, the opportunities we enjoy, or the 
barriers we face, but we do have choices about how we respond 
to those circumstances, both individually and collectively. De- 
ciding to join the military, have children, attend college, or 
move to another city are among the many individual decisions 
a person can make that have a major impact on his or her fu- 
ture. Mills himself was a strong advocate for collective action 
to strengthen democracy and help to change the difficult and 
often unequal conditions that face people in society. That idea, 
too, is as relevant today as ever. 


Sociology and Common Sense 


You do not have to be a professional sociologist to look at the 
world from a sociological perspective. Indeed, many popular 
expressions reflect a kind of common-sense folk wisdom that 
assumes a sociological perspective. You have probably heard 
some version of the expression, “You've got to play the cards 
youre dealt in life.” The card game metaphor makes the point 
that from the beginning, our options in life have been shaped 
by social conditions that we did not get to pick ourselves. 
Such factors can heavily influence the opportunity people 
have for good health, education, material comfort, and overall 
well-being. 

You don’t get to choose the cards you are dealt, but you do 
get to decide how you will play them. For example, you no 
doubt decided to go to college with the hope that doing so 
could positively influence your future. Others may have had 


the option of attending college but chose not to exercise it. 
Many more people, of course, never had the option of attend- 
ing college in the first place; they were dealt a very different 
hand in life. 

The idea that people must play the cards they are dealt in 
life is consistent with a sociological perspective. But the prob- 
lem with relying on common-sense folk wisdom to understand 
the world is that, however insightful it may sometimes be, it 
can produce a bewildering array of contradictory claims. The 
maxim about playing the cards you are dealt in life would seem 
to contradict another popular saying, “Life is what you make 
of it,” which suggests that individuals have total control over 
their fate. Or perhaps you agree with the maxim, “The apple 
doesn’t fall far from the tree,” suggesting that our social ori- 
gins largely predetermine our character. Without some way of 
gauging their accuracy, such wildly contradictory claims pro- 
vide no insight at all. 

In addition, an understanding of the world based only on 
our own individual experience may not be helpful in unfamil- 
iar circumstances. This is especially true in a world in which 
communications, media, immigration, and international travel 
are bringing together people of vastly different backgrounds as 
never before. To operate in such a diverse society we need to 
understand not only how we make sense of the world, but how 
other people do so as well. 

If we are to understand our connection to the social world 
beyond our own limited experience and be able to sort through 
competing claims about that world, we need a more systematic 
way to investigate the patterns of behavior and the processes 
that make up social life. We need the discipline of sociology. 


Sociology as a Discipline 


Sociologists combine the sociological perspective with a variety 
of research methods (discussed in Chapter 2) to study in a sys- 
tematic way how our actions shape, and are shaped by, broader 
social forces. Because the sociological perspective can apply to 
any aspect of people’s lives and any social issue, the discipline 
of sociology addresses an especially broad array of topics, as we 
will see throughout this book. 

Sociology is one of the social sciences, a group of research- 
based disciplines that gather and evaluate evidence in order 
to study human society. This focus on human society distin- 
guishes the social sciences from the natural sciences, which fo- 
cus on the physical aspects of nature. In addition to sociology, 
the social sciences include political science, economics, psy- 
chology, and anthropology. Each of these disciplines highlights 
different aspects of social life. 

Take crime, for example. Political scientists might study how 
politicians use the issue of crime in their campaigns. Econo- 
mists might examine the financial impact of crime on society. 
Psychologists might look at the individual features of criminals, 
perhaps suggesting personality traits associated with certain 
types of criminal behavior. Anthropologists might compare how 
different societies define crime and respond to it. Sociologists 
emphasize the interrelationship between individuals and larger 
social forces, as well as the interactions between various so- 
cial institutions such as government, economy, media, schools, 


These children’s life chances—their opportunities for good health, education, 
material comfort, and overall well being—are significantly influenced by the social en- 
vironment into which they were born. What differences are evident from these photo- 


graphs? What elements of your social environment influenced your development? 


and family. They explore why crime rates vary over time and 
are often linked to social trends such as changes in the age 
of the population (since younger people commit crimes at a 
higher rate than older ones). They examine the role of media in 
helping to shape people’s perception of crime and the criminal 
justice system through both news coverage and entertainment 
dramas. They examine the effectiveness of government efforts 
to reduce crime. Such topics illustrate the broad range of socio- 
logical research. 

Sociologists have many interests, and the discipline as 
a whole has many areas of specialization, including medical 
sociology, sociology of the family, sociology of religion, politi- 
cal sociology, the sociology of race and ethnicity, the sociol- 
ogy of work, the sociology of gender, the sociology of media, 
and the sociology of social movements. As a result, sociology 
courses can provide a foundation for further study in any of 
these fields. As the Sociology Works box on page 8 suggests, 
the study of sociology can also provide valuable skills for many 
careers, including some that may seem completely unrelated to 
sociology itself. 


Sociology’s Historical 
and Social Context 


Imagine a society in which scientific discoveries reveal more 
and more about the world, political unrest sparks calls for social 
change, and economic crises and new technologies transform 
daily life. You might suspect this was a description of today’s 
United States, but similar upheavals disturbed Europe in the 
1800s, which is where and when the formal discipline of sociol- 
ogy first emerged. To better understand the origins of the dis- 
cipline, we need to consider that historical and social context. 


The Rise of Modernity 


In the 1700s, European society entered a new historical era, 
modernity, characterized by the growth of democracy and per- 
sonal freedom, increased reliance on reason and science to explain 
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Ine sociology Major and tne joo 
eople, culture, social problems, social change—these are all found in government reports, marketing surveys, and other 
fascinating topics to study and help explain why students information sources is particularly important. 
often enjoy sociology. However, practical concerns about 3. Sociology provides insights into diversity. In our increasingly diverse 
your future might lead you to ask, “What can | do with a society, success in many fields of employment requires an 
degree in sociology?” understanding of people from different backgrounds. Sociology 
The answer is, “Plenty.” By majoring in sociology you not only majors have an advantage in understanding diversity. As a 
learn to better understand yourself and your world, but you also result, they are more likely to work effectively in multicultural 
develop important skills that can prepare you for entry-level workplaces such as schools, hospitals, and businesses as well 
positions in a variety of employment settings, including business, as in any field in which clients, customers, patients, citizens, or 
education, social services, health care, government, and criminal students may be from diverse social backgrounds. 
justice. Sociology can also be an excellent choice for students 4. Sociology helps you understand the source of social problems. 
who plan to go on to graduate school. Majoring Are you interested in a field that addresses social 
in sociology allows you to study a subject ene 3 problems, such as social work, criminal justice, 
area that interests you and helps you Major ng in or health care? Do you plan to work with 


prepare for your future. 

Here are the four key advantages of 
majoring in sociology: 

1. A sociology degree is flexible. Because 
sociology can be applied to virtually 
any aspect of social life, you can major 
in sociology with an eye toward your 
own particular interests. For example, if you are interested 
in health and medicine, you can take a course in medical 
sociology; if you are interested in social work, you can take 
courses related to the social problems you wish to address 
or the populations you wish to serve. Sociology can help you 
understand the issues related to your field of interest. 

2. Sociology focuses on the critical use of information. As part of 
a liberal arts education, a sociology degree prepares you to 
find, understand, analyze, use, and communicate information. 
These fundamental critical-thinking skills apply to an array of 
work settings and will not become obsolete; they are highly 
valuable in today’s rapidly changing, information-based job 
market. Since most people change jobs—and even careers— 
during their lives, mastering such information-based skills is 
crucial for success. The ability to work with social science data 


sociology allows you to 

Study a subject area that 
interests you and helps you 

prepare for your future. 


community organizations, international aid 
agencies, or social movements to bring about 
social change? If so, studying sociology can 
be particularly relevant. By focusing on the 
relationship between individuals and their 
broader social context, sociology helps you to 
better understand the roots of social problems. 


To help you consider how studying sociology could benefit you, 
we have included a variety of Sociology Works boxes throughout 
this book that highlight how former sociology students are using 
the insights of sociology in a variety of fields. If you are considering 
majoring in sociology, be sure to talk with your instructor, who will 
be able to tell you about the programs available at your school. 


1. Do you have any tentative ideas about the kind of work you'd like 
to do when you complete school? What kinds of classes do you 
think will help you prepare for the future? Why? 


2. Take a look at your school’s course listings. Do you see any 
sociology courses that you think you may want to take? What 
interests you about the topics covered in these courses? 


Many people who have received degrees in sociology, including some who are well known, have made significant contributions to their professional fields. 
Pictured here, from left to right, are former U.S. president Ronald Reagan, civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr., and First Lady Michelle Obama. 


ARRAN: — 


fos) 


TABLE1.1 SOCIOLOGY AND REVOLUTION 


SOCIOLOGY AROSE IN THE CONTEXT OF REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE 


Cultural Revolution 


Political Revolution 


Economic and Social Revolution 


The rise of scientific thought 
The declining influence of religion Uprisings of 1848 


The Age of Enlightenment 


American and French revolutions 


Growth in democracy and individual rights 


Industrialization 
Consumer society 
Capitalism 


Urbanization 


the natural and social worlds, and a shift toward an urban in- 
dustrial economy. Earlier, during the Middle Ages (roughly 
400-1400), religious explanations of the natural and social 
worlds dominated intellectual life, the land-owning aristocracy 
and clerical elite dominated political life, and the economy 
rested on a rural, agricultural base. (Our romanticized images 
of kings in castles and knights in battle come from this pe- 
riod.) During the transitional Renaissance and Early Modern 
periods (from roughly the 1400s to the 1600s), scholars laid 
the foundation of modern science with pioneering works in 
astronomy, anatomy, and other fields of knowledge; uprisings 
challenged traditional political authority; and technological 
advances improved agricultural production. 

The rise of modernity in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries was marked by revolutionary cultural, political, eco- 
nomic, and social change (Table 1.1). The shift from a rural, 
agricultural economy to an urban industrial economy trans- 
formed Europe’s social order. At the same time, the new em- 
phasis on reason and science created the conditions needed for 
the emergence of sociology. Early sociologists sought to under- 
stand the dramatic changes they were witnessing and to sug- 
gest what might be done to deal with the social problems that 
resulted from them. 


Cultural Revolution: Science 
and the Enlightenment 
During the Middle Ages the Church and its clergy dominated 


European intellectual life, controlling the era’s limited num- 
ber of books, libraries, and schools. Because religious doctrine 
formed the basis for acceptable social thought, heretics—those 
who held beliefs contrary to Church teaching—were often 
persecuted and even killed for questioning the accepted order. 
This intellectual climate was not hospitable to the open and 
free inquiry required for science, which uses logic and the sys- 
tematic collection of evidence to support knowledge claims. 

The dominance of the Church slowly eroded, however, as 
scientific research exposed the shortcomings of religious expla- 
nations of the natural world. For example, proof that the earth 
orbited the sun contradicted Church doctrine that the earth was 
at the center of the universe. Writers and philosophers seized on 
these advances in the natural sciences to promote the Enlighten- 


ment, an eighteenth-century intellectual movement that com- 
bined a belief in individual freedom and respect for individual 
rights with the calculated logic of the natural sciences. These 
Enlightenment thinkers, who were among the first intellectuals 
independent of the Church, argued that neither the physical nor 
the social world should be taken on faith. Instead, both should 
be examined through reason; claims to knowledge should be 
subject to testing through the collection of evidence, and expla- 
nations should be based in natural causes and events. German 
philosopher Immanuel Kant summed up this revolutionary way 


of thinking in the motto “Dare to know” (1784/1999). 


Political Revolution: 
The Rise of Democracy 


Enlightenment thinkers believed that the open debate of ideas 
would promote tolerance, individual rights, equality, and de- 
mocracy. They suggested that applying reason and science to 
questions of social significance would inevitably advance in- 
dividual rights and freedom. Enlightenment ideas provided 
the intellectual basis for both the American (1775-1783) 
and French (1789-1799) revolutions, as well as for a series of 
uprisings that swept through Europe in 1848, challenging tra- 
ditional rulers and promoting democratic ideals. These revo- 
lutions stimulated much interest in achieving a more equal 
society and improved living conditions, but they provoked 
condemnation from conservatives who saw them as a threat 
to stability, traditional values, and social order. Thus contro- 
versies about the nature and desirability of social order versus 
social change were among the first topics addressed by early 
sociologists. 


Economic and Social 
Revolution: Industrial 
Capitalism and Urbanization 


The term Jndustrial Revolution refers to a collection of major 
developments that transformed rural agricultural societies into 
urban industrial societies. This process began in Great Britain 
and spread through Europe and the United States in the nine- 
teenth century. 


}X9}UOD je1ID0S pue jed1J03SIH S,ABOjOID0S 


i=) 


Sociology in a Changing World 


CHAPTER 1 


The rise of modernity introduced rapid social change. Work life shifted from the fields to factories. Home and community life was trans- 
formed as people moved from small rural villages to rapidly expanding urban centers. What effect do you think the shift from rural village life 
based on farming to urban life based on wage labor had on family life? 


The practical application of scientific developments, such as 
the creation of the steam engine, paved the way for industrial- 
ization, the use of large-scale machinery for the mass manufacture 
of consumer goods. \ndustrialization required a major invest- 
ment in factories and mills with complex machinery—such as 
mechanized looms—at a cost that was often beyond the reach 
of a single owner. Thus industrialization became linked to the 
rise of capitalists, people who pursued profits by investing in 
and owning businesses. Mass manufacturing relied on a new 
type of relationship between workers and owners in which the 
workers sold their labor for a wage. They used their wages to 
buy food, clothing, and shelter, unlike rural peasants who pro- 
duced many of their own material goods and met their basic 
needs by farming. The result was the birth of both wage labor 
and consumerism, a way of life that depends on the purchase 
and use of commercial goods and services. These developments 
fueled the rapid expansion of capitalism, an economic system 
in which the machinery used for production is owned privately, 


workers are paid a wage, and markets facilitate the exchange of 
goods and services. 

Economic changes fueled changes in social life. An agrarian 
economy requires farmers to work and live in rural areas. An 
industrial economy requires workers to congregate near cen- 
tralized sites of production. Large-scale mass manufacturing 
operations were housed in factories and mills, often located 
along riverbanks to harness water power. As the Industrial 
Revolution took hold, many people left their rural homes and 
traveled to newly emerging cities for jobs they hoped would 
mean a better life. This migration contributed to urbaniza- 
tion, the growth of cities. Before 1800, more than 90 percent of 
Europeans lived in rural areas; by the 1890s, more than half 
lived in cities. 

Urban life dramatically changed how people lived. In the 
agricultural economy of the Middle Ages, peasants worked 
the fields and lived in tiny rural villages among people mostly 
like themselves. Children could expect to grow up and live in 


a 
So 


the village they were born in and to do the 
same sort of work their parents and grand- 
parents did. In contrast, the modern indus- 
trial economy required wage laborers to work 
the machinery in the factories of rapidly expand- 
ing cities. These bustling cities featured con- 
siderable diversity and rapid social change, 
some of which contributed to growing social 
problems. 

Early industrial capitalism was highly 
productive, but it also created great inequal- 
ities, generating tremendous profits for a 
few wealthy owners from the labor of many 
overworked and underpaid workers. Disease 
(linked to poor sanitation), overcrowded and 
unsafe housing, inadequate transportation, and 
crime plagued the rapidly growing cities. Excessive 
inequality and growing social problems caused great concern 
among political and social thinkers, inspiring calls for reform 
and igniting revolutionary movements. 


‘The rise of modernity produced rapid and immediately vis- 
ible changes that showed traditional ways of life were not inevi- 
table; the fate of individuals was tied to broader social changes 
beyond their control; and human action could transform the 
world through new ideas, political reform, and technological 
innovation. Faced with the challenge of understanding these 
dramatic transformations, social thinkers began applying rea- 
son and scientific techniques to study social life systematically 
and to suggest ways that society might be improved. The re- 
sulting ideas became the foundation of sociology. 
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Sociological Thought 


Sociology today has its roots in the ideas developed by early 
sociologists more than a century ago. Some of these thinkers 
asked profound questions of enduring relevance and are still 
widely read (Calhoun 2007; Ritzer 2007). Their work on the 
rapidly changing world of the late eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth centuries continues to provide insight into our own so- 
cial world today. 


Defining the Terrain 
of Sociology: 
Comte and Spencer 


Auguste Comte (1798-1857) and Herbert Spencer (1820— 
1903) helped establish the idea that the social world could be 


the subject of systematic, scientific investigation. 


AUGUSTE COMTE: STABILITY AND CHANGE 


Auguste Comte, a French intellectual with wide-ranging inter- 
ests, coined the term sociology in the early nineteenth century. 


Comte sought to establish sociology as a rigorous science of 

society—modeled on the natural sciences—that would iden- 

tify the laws that govern human behavior. 

At the core of Comte’s new field of study were 

two fundamental questions about social life: 

“How and why do societies change?” (social 
dynamics) and “What is the basis of social 
stability at a specific historical moment?” 

(social statics). He was interested in how so- 

ciety had developed from humanity’s earli- 

est small-scale bands of hunters and gather- 
ers to his own nineteenth-century European 
society. He theorized that throughout history 
societies progressed in a straight line through 
several stages: the theological (ruled by religion), 
the metaphysical (ruled by philosophy), and the posi- 
tivist (ruled by science). For Comte, positivism, a belief 
that accurate knowledge must be based on the scientific method, 
enabled a deeper understanding of human life and was the key 
to solving persistent social problems. 

Comte’s efforts to build a science of society were crude by 
today’s standards. Few of his ideas have withstood the test of 
time, but the focus of his interest—the nature of social sta- 
bility and social change—continues to be a major concern in 
sociology. 


HERBERT SPENCER: SOCIETY AS A SOCIAL 
ORGANISM The British intellectual Herbert Spencer 
was another early adopter of the term sociology. Taking a cue 
from the biological sciences, Spencer argued that society is 
a “social organism,” much like a human organism. He theo- 
rized that, like its biological equivalent, society is made up 
of separate parts, each with a unique function, that work to- 
gether to sustain the entire organism. Thus Spencer's theory 
emphasized the overall structure of society, the functions 
served by the various elements of society, and the interactions 
among these elements. Spencer also theorized that when soci- 
eties evolve, their component parts—and the functions they 
serve—change as well. 

Spencer believed that society progresses as it evolves. There- 
fore, evolution should be allowed to take place without inter- 
ference from government. Rather than intervene with reforms 
in the face of the growing inequality created by unregulated 
industrial capitalism, Spencer believed in the “survival of the 
fittest,” a phrase he devised before Charles Darwin’s work on 
natural selection and the theory of evolution was published. 
Spencer’s application of the survival of the fittest to human 
society is today known as social Darwinism. Spencer later re- 
canted some of his more extreme views, but in recent years, 
those who wish to minimize the role of government in social 
and economic affairs have revived some of Spencer’s ideas. 


The Key Founders: 
Marx, Durkheim, and Weber 


Spencer and Comte helped to define the terrain of sociol- 
ogy in its earliest years. But the thinkers who are widely seen 
as the founders of sociology and who set the agenda for the 
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EARLY SOCIOLOGICAL THINKERS 


Max Weber 


Karl Marx Emile Durkheim 

Biography 1818-1883 1858-1917 1864-1920 
German French German 
Writer and activist Academic Academic 


Key Issues and 
Key Work 


The nature of capitalism 
Conflict and inequality 


Capital 


The nature of social solidarity 
Shared values and morals 


Suicide 


Decline of tradition 
Rationalization of society 


The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of Capitalism 


next century of sociological theory were Karl Marx, Emile 


Durkheim, and Max Weber. 


KARL MARX: THE EFFECTS OF CAPITALISM 
The German-born Karl Marx (1818-1883) is best known as 
a revolutionary thinker who advocated radical change to ad- 
vance the interests of workers. Marx combined writing with 
political activism, and much of his life was spent escaping po- 
litical repression. Because of his writings, Marx was expelled 
from France (twice!) and Belgium. In Germany he was ar- 
rested, tried, acquitted, and also expelled. Finally, in 1849 he 
went to London, where he spent the rest of his life in exile. He 
lived in poverty while he wrote his greatest works, including 
Capital, his comprehensive analysis of the history and dynam- 
ics of capitalism. 

Marx recognized that industrial capitalism was remarkably 
productive and thus capable of doing away with hunger and 
poverty for all. But instead, industrial capitalism was used to 
produce huge fortunes for a few owners, while leaving workers 
to labor in dangerous conditions and often live in poverty. In 
much of his work, Marx sought to explain how and why so 
much wealth and productivity could coexist with such wide- 
spread poverty and misery. 

For Marx, the answer could be found in the relationship 
between capitalists, who owned the means of production, and 
the laborers, or proletariat, who worked for a wage. The dy- 
namics of capitalism, said Marx, encouraged owners to pay the 
lowest wages possible because lower labor costs mean higher 
profits. This dynamic explained the simultaneous creation of 


enormous fortunes and devastating poverty. Capitalists accu- 
mulated great wealth precisely because they were able to exploit 
the workers who toiled in their factories. This wealth gave own- 
ers great power, which they used to control governments and 
cultural institutions (Marx 1867/1976). 

To Marx, conflict between owners and workers was an 
inevitable feature of capitalism. As a result, he argued that 
capitalism—like earlier economic forms based on inequality— 
had within it the seeds of its own destruction. He theorized 
that the exploitation of workers would eventually become so 
extreme that wage laborers would rise up and overthrow the 
capitalist system. In its place, they would adopt socialism, a sys- 
tem in which ownership of the major means of production— 
such as factories, utilities, and railways—is in public, rather 
than private, hands, and government directs the use of the 
productive forces of industry for the public good. The goal of 
socialism would be a society without the extreme inequalities 
that characterized capitalism. (We explore the nature of capi- 
talism and socialism more closely in Chapter 16.) 

Marx’s analysis of industrial capitalism was insightful in 
specifying the connection between wealth and poverty. He ac- 
curately predicted that the search for cheap labor would lead 
to the expansion of capitalism around the globe. He also cor- 
rectly predicted the growth of labor movements demanding an 
end to unregulated capitalism. But he failed to appreciate the 
ability of capitalism to accommodate reform or the important 
role markets play in stimulating innovation and efficiency. The 
revolutionary worker movements Marx supported in recently 
industrialized countries like Great Britain, France, and Ger- 


many ultimately reformed, rather than overthrew, capitalism. 
Meanwhile, the socialist revolutions that did occur, most no- 
tably in Russia and China, took place in primarily peasant so- 
cieties that did not have the capacity to produce an abundance 
of material goods. Even though the brutal totalitarian states 
that emerged after these revolutions invoked Marx’s name in 
their official ideology, they bore almost no resemblance to the 
humanist egalitarian vision that Marx had promoted. 

Beyond the specific analysis of capitalism, Marx’s work 
highlighted the importance of power—in this case, economic 
power and its role in enforcing inequal- 
ity—as a core concept in sociology. 
Marx argued that economic power 
could be used to influence other aspects 
of social life, including government and 
cultural institutions, such as schools and 
the media. Marx’s work also stressed the 
interplay between structure and action 
that is at the heart of the sociological 
perspective. “Men make their own his- 
tory,” he wrote, “but they do not make 
it just as they please; they do not make 
it under circumstances chosen by them- 
selves, but under circumstances directly 
found, given and transmitted from the 
past” (Marx 1852/1978, 595). 

The issues Marx explored continue 
to be important today. Questions about 
the nature and direction of our economy are among the most 
significant ones addressed by sociologists. For example, how 
has globalization changed our economy? How is the most 
recent economic crisis linked to the dynamics of capitalism? 
How has the nature of work been changing? How have the 
labor movement and social welfare programs—both examples 
of attempts to moderate the excesses of capitalism—affected 
the lives of workers? 


EMILE DURKHEIM: SOCIAL SOLIDARITY 
Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), who lived a generation after 
Marx, was also concerned with understanding social change in 
the modern world, but Durkheim’s life could hardly have been 
more different from Marx’s. The descendent of a long line of 
rabbinical scholars in France, Durkheim studied to be a rabbi 
but rejected religion in his teens and became agnostic, believ- 
ing there was no way to know whether or not God existed. 
However, he retained a lifelong interest both in the role of reli- 
gion in social life and in the scientific study of morality. 

Durkheim is perhaps the single individual most responsible 
for establishing sociology as an academic discipline. He held 
the first academic position in sociology; wrote a book laying out 
the methods of the discipline, Zhe Rules of Sociological Method 
(Durkheim 1895/1982); and established a well-respected aca- 
demic journal devoted to the new field. 

Like many social thinkers who witness dramatic change, 
Durkheim was concerned with how to maintain social order. 
He was particularly interested in the question of social soli- 
darity, the collective bonds that connect individuals. At the core 


of his theory was the proposition that society is held together 
by shared cultural values. As we explore in more detail in 
Chapter 3, cultural zorms, or shared expectations about behay- 
ior associated with a society’s values and morals, are promoted 
informally through custom and tradition and are spelled out 
more systematically in laws. When internalized by individu- 
als, shared values and morals become the foundation for social 
solidarity. 

Durkheim observed that traditional agricultural societies 
were often tight-knit communities. They shared social bonds 
across generations because people did 
the same sort of work, shared a common 
religion, and followed similar customs. 
These similar experiences resulted in 
mechanical solidarity—social cohesion 
based on shared experience and a com- 
mon identity with limited individuality. 
As European societies grew and became 
urbanized and industrialized, however, 
people increasingly differed from one 
another. A more complex economy re- 
quired an increasing division of labor, 
in which people specialize in different 
tasks, each requiring specific skills. As cit- 
ies developed, a diverse array of people 
coexisted, often with different religions 
and cultural traditions. Given this in- 
creasing social complexity and diversity, 
how could social solidarity be maintained? 

Durkheim’s answer was organic solidarity, a new form of 
social cohesion, characteristic of modern industrial societies, 
that is based on interdependence. In the tradition of Spencer’s 
“social organism,” Durkheim argued that the social glue that 
holds together modern societies mirrors the way living organ- 
isms depend on multiple, specialized components operating in 
unison. Social cohesion is possible because we are dependent on 
one another. With its increased division of labor, modern ur- 
ban industrialized society requires doctors, construction work- 
ers, sales clerks, police officers, factory workers, janitors, and 
thousands of other specialists to keep operating. Durkheim’s 
theory helped to explain why rapid growth and social differen- 
tiation in European societies did not lead to the breakdown of 
social solidarity, but instead produced a new and, Durkheim 
thought, even stronger form of solidarity that would permit a 
balance between individuality and a commitment to the group. 

Durkheim’s work highlights the interplay between social 
structure and cultural values, especially as they relate to social 
solidarity. Much of Durkheim’s sociological work builds upon 
this central concern with social solidarity. Indeed in Suicide, 
one of his most influential works and one of the first to show 
the potential of the sociological perspective combined with sys- 
tematic research, Durkheim argued that suicide rates could be 
explained by the strength of the social ties people have with 
larger social groups (Durkheim 1897/1951). (See the Through a 
Sociological Lens box on page 14.) 

Durkheim also argued that crime and punishment are 
fundamentally about solidarity (see Chapter 8). Crimes, for 
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Explaining the Social Basis of Suicide 


hy do people intentionally kill themselves? At first 
glance, suicide seems to be the ultimate example of a 

Vy 4 private individual act, best explained by psychologists, 

not sociologists. But sociologist Emile Durkheim broke 

new ground: he made suicide the subject of the first sociological 
study to use large-scale data analysis. After examining official 
government records of suicide cases, Durkheim theorized that 
certain groups of people are more or less likely to commit suicide 
because of their relationship to society. This was a fundamental 
sociological insight. 

Durkheim’s study, Suicide, showed that a sociological per- 
spective could help explain how individuals are affected by the 
quality of their relationship with larger social groups, even to 
the extent of taking their own lives. His research revealed, for 
example, that unmarried adults had higher rates of suicide than 
married adults, and Protestants had higher rates than Catholics 
or Jews. Durkheim explained these differences in suicide rates 
among various groups through an analysis of social integration, 
the strength of social ties that allow people to feel they belong to 
a group, and social regulation, the strength of social norms that 
control people’s behavior. Too much or too little of either would 
increase the likelihood of suicide. Thus Durkheim identified four 
types of suicide—egoistic, anomic, altruistic, and fatalistic: 


Suicide and Social Integration 


TOO LITTLE TOO MUCH 
Integration egoistic altruistic 
Regulation anomic fatalistic 
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Durkheim, are acts that offend the collective conscience, or 
shared values of a society. Punishment serves as a means to re- 
inforce social solidarity in the face of such antisocial actions. 
Without the moral constraints provided by the collective con- 
science, Durkheim argued, people—and society as a whole— 
would descend into a chaotic state of anomie, or normlessness, 
without moral guidance. 

Today, close to a century later, people are still debating the 
proper role of values and religion in public and private life. 
How might Durkheim’s ideas help explain the resurgence of 
traditional religious belief? Can the increasing diversity of 
our society serve as a source of strength, rather than division? 
How can people maintain healthy social ties in a world where 
they regularly move from one community to another? How 
can we affirm people’s individuality while maintaining a sense 


Egoistic suicides result from too little social integration and 
are committed by people who feel isolated and detached from 
society. For example, married couples are likely to have a strong 
bond with one another, whereas divorced, widowed, and un- 
married people are more likely to lack a strong social connec- 
tion; thus suicide rates among these latter groups are higher. 
Protestants lack the intense communal rituals associated with 
Catholicism and Judaism, which helps explain their higher rates 
of suicide. At the other extreme, altruistic suicides result from 
too much social integration, leading individuals to sacrifice them- 
selves for the sake of the collective. For example, during World 
War II Japan used kamikaze pilots who volunteered to fly suicide 
missions for their country. 

The absence of regulation in the form of social norms and 
boundaries is also associated with higher suicide rates. Anomic 
suicide often results from a sudden and dramatic change in the 
level of social regulation, which leaves the individual without any 
clear rules about how to adapt. These changes can be negative, 
such as with the death of a spouse or the loss of a job. Ironically, 
the changes can also be positive, as when entertainers become 
“overnight successes” and suddenly have access to endless 
amounts of money and attention. The self-destructive behavior 
and suicides of many celebrities fit into this category. Conversely, 
too much regulation can result in fatalistic suicide, as in the case 
of slaves, prisoners, or invalids who see no hope or way to escape 
the desperate conditions of their lives. 


think about it 


1. Using Durkheim’s insights about suicide, consider which of the 
four types of suicide seems to best apply to suicide bombers who 
act to advance a cause. Explain your reasoning. 

2. Based on Durkheim’s analysis, what positive steps could be taken 
to help reduce the risk of suicide for any particular individual? 
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of common identity? As sociologists investigate such twenty- 
first-century questions, Durkheim’s theories continue to be 
relevant. 


MAX WEBER: THE PROTESTANT ETHIC AND 
THE RATIONALIZATION OF MODERN LIFE 
Like Durkheim, German theorist Max Weber (pronounced 
“VAY-ber”) (1864-1920) was also trying to make sense of the 
shift from traditional to modern society. The son of a high- 
ranking government bureaucrat, Weber took a series of uni- 
versity positions as a young man, carried out major research 
projects, and served as a consultant for government agencies. 
By his mid-thirties, Weber was in a state of exhaustion and 
suffered a nervous breakdown that left him incapacitated for 
nearly seven years. When he was able to return to his writing 


full time, Weber produced his best-known work, The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Weber 1905/1958). 

In The Protestant Ethic, Weber argued that culture—in the 
form of Protestantism—had helped to promote the early de- 
velopment of capitalism in northern Europe. Traditionally, the 
Catholic Church had encouraged the rejection of worldly af 
fairs and wealth, promising everlasting life to those who were 
faithful and participated in the Church’s defining rituals such 
as baptism and communion. However, after the Protestant 
Reformation, some sects—particularly Calvinists—rejected 
this approach to salvation and instead maintained that peo- 
ple’s fate in the afterlife was predetermined before birth and 
could not be changed by actions they took on earth. 
But how could a person know whether he or she was 
going to heaven or hell? Some believers thought that 
wealth, accumulated through diligent work, was a 
sign of God’s favor, indicating likely salvation. This 
cultural belief encouraged hard work, investment, 
and the accumulation of wealth—the essential re- 
quirements for success in a capitalist economy. Marx 
had focused on the economy’s role in influencing other aspects 
of social life—including culture. With The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber argued that cultural beliefs 
could influence economic development. 

As The Protestant Ethic illustrates, Weber sometimes tried to 
understand social action by viewing it from the perspective of 
the actor, an approach known by the German word verstehen, 
which means “understanding.” Understanding why someone 
behaves the way he or she does also provides insight into the 
broader culture in which the action is taking place. As we will 
see, this approach was an important precursor to later sociolog- 
ical theory that focused precisely on how people make mean- 
ing of the social world. 

Weber also contributed to sociological theory through his ef 
fort to explain the shift from traditional to rational action. One 
of his central theoretical propositions was that, in earlier societ- 
ies, tradition—beliefs and customs often charged with emotional 
significance that are passed on from generation to generation— 
primarily influenced the actions of people. However, in newly in- 
dustrialized capitalist societies, rationality—the use of reason and 
logical calculation to achieve a goal as efficiently as possible—was 
much more likely to influence people’s actions. 

Weber argued that the rationalization of society—the 
long-term historical process by which rationality replaced tra- 
dition as the basis for organizing social and economic life— 
propelled the social change of his day. The influence of ratio- 
nalization went beyond individual human action to include 
broader social institutions. For example, Weber argued that 
whereas rulers had previously claimed authority based solely 
on their claim to descent from previous rulers, the authority of 
government officials now rests increasingly on such rational- 
legal foundations as elections or specific training and certifica- 
tion. In addition, Weber argued that the principle of rationality 
was responsible for the formation of bureaucracies within large 
organizations—government agencies, political parties, indus- 
trial companies—that manage economic and political life. 

Weber could see that rationalization might be productive 
for society, since it focused on specifying procedures, training 


officials, and pursuing efficiency. But he also 
saw that as rationalization permeated all as- 
pects of social life it would create cold and 
impersonal societies. Weber believed that 
bureaucracy was self-perpetuating and be- 
coming the dominant type of social organi- 
zation. He worried it would constrain human 
action and imprison us in an “iron cage of 
bureaucracy.” 
Ultimately, Weber feared that in modern 
society humans could 
engage in meaning- 
ful action only in 
large organizations, 
in which they were 
allotted narrowly 
defined tasks and 
sacrificed their per- 
sonal goals to the impersonal goals of the 
whole. And although he agreed with much of Marx’s critique 
of industrial capitalism, Weber’s theory of rationalization led 
him to predict that postcapitalist societies would not produce 
the kind of egalitarian future that Marx predicted, but would 
instead be even more highly rationalized, with more layers of 
bureaucracy. In this way, Weber was perhaps the most pro- 
phetic of the three major founders of sociology. He did not 
share in the pure optimism for science and rational thought 
that emerged from the Enlightenment. Instead, he saw the 
early signs of a dark side to rationality that has now become a 
cautionary element of contemporary sociological thought. 
Weber’s sociological theory applies to a wide range of con- 
temporary concerns. Rationalization continues to pervade our 
lives at home, school, and work in a variety of ways. Do the 
large lecture halls, high-rise dormitories, and layered bureau- 
cracy of the large university represent the rationalization of 
higher education? How do the bureaucracies of governments 
and corporations assist in—and interfere with—the work of 
those organizations? Are such bureaucracies a threat to our 
freedom? Weber gives us valuable tools for analyzing the role of 
rational thought and practice in many areas of our lives. 


Recovered Voices: Harriet 
Martineau, W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Jane Addams 


Because of the prevailing discriminatory attitudes toward 
women and African Americans during the early years of so- 
ciology, a variety of social thinkers were excluded from or 
marginalized in the academic world. Instead of writing for a 
strictly academic audience, they wrote for popular publica- 
tions, authored novels, and spoke out as activists advocating 
social change. In many ways, they were ahead of their time. 
Although often at the margins of academic sociology while 
they were alive, these thinkers are now appreciated more widely 
for the contributions they made to our understanding of social 
life. Among these voices are Harriet Martineau, W.E.B. Du 
Bois, and Jane Addams. 
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RECOVERED VOICES: MARTINEAU, DU BOIS, AND ADDAMS 


Harriet Martineau 


ele 
Black HeritageUSA 


beaeseanenseanaaad 


W.E.B. Du Bois, as portrayed 
ona U.S. postage stamp 


ROLLA LARK SARAAAREABAEE 


Jane Addams with some of the 
youngsters who frequented Hull 


honoring his social activism House 
Biography 1802-1876 1868-1963 1860-1935 
English American American 


Writer and activist 


Key Issues and Work Gender, slavery, and 


discrimination 


Scholar and activist 


Race and discrimination 


Scholar and activist 


Urban social problems 


NAACP cofounder Hull House founder 

Society in America : 2 
The Philadelphia Negro; Hull House Maps and Papers 
The Souls of Black Folk; 


The Crisis magazine 


HARRIET MARTINEAU: GENDER DISCRIMI- 
NATION Many consider Harriet Martineau (1802-1876), 
born into an affluent English family, to be the first female so- 
ciologist. Her work delved into issues of gender discrimination 
and slavery that many of the white male sociologists of her time 
had largely ignored. She also agitated for women’s suffrage and 
the expansion of women’s rights in England. 

Self-taught and—like other women at the time—excluded 
from an academic appointment, Martineau began by writing 
magazine articles and then a series of books on economics 
and politics that were geared toward the general public rather 
than an academic audience. Her books were highly success- 
ful, making her independently wealthy as well as a literary 
celebrity. After traveling in the United States for two years, 
she wrote two books based on her observations, most notably 
Society in America (Martineau 1837/2009), a forceful critique 
of the failure of the United States to live up to its democratic 
promise in its treatment of both slaves and women. At this 
time, she also wrote about the methods of social research in 
How to Observe Morals and Manners (1838/2009). Finally, 
Martineau made an important contribution to sociology by 
translating the work of Auguste Comte for English-speaking 
audiences. 


W.E.B. DU BOIS: RACIAL INEQUALITY 
W.E.B. Du Bois (pronounced “doo-BOYS”) (1868-1963) 


made important contributions to sociology with his ground- 
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breaking research on race in America as well as with his ef- 
forts to promote racial justice. Du Bois, a descendent of Afri- 
can, French, and Dutch ancestors, came from a comfortable 
middle-class Massachusetts family that provided him with a 
solid early education and insulated him from the worst effects 
of racism. When he traveled south to Nashville to study at Fisk 
University in the 1880s, however, he encountered a rigidly 
segregated world in which African Americans were frequently 
the targets of beatings and lynchings. This injustice strength- 
ened his interest in race as a subject of sociological study. In 
1895, Du Bois became the first African American to obtain 
a Ph.D. from Harvard University. He went on to teach soci- 
ology and to write a series of studies that elevated race to a 
place of prominence in sociology. Du Bois published the first 
sociological study of a black community, 7he Philadelphia Ne- 
gro (1899), followed by the widely read The Souls of Black Folk 
(1903). Both works explored the complexity of race relations in 
turn-of-the-century American society. 

Throughout his life, Du Bois combined scholarship with 
activism. He played an important role in the founding of the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), arguably the leading civil rights organization of the 
twentieth century. He founded—and for a quarter-century 
edited—the NAACP’s influential magazine, 7he Crisis, which 
is still published today (thecrisismagazine.com). He also nur- 
tured efforts to promote unity among people of African de- 
scent worldwide. As an agent of change, he faced opposition 


from powerful forces. During the Cold War anticommunist 
hysteria of the 1950s, the U.S. Justice Department accused Du 
Bois of being an agent of the Soviet Union because of his peace 
activism and promotion of nuclear disarmament. Although he 
was acquitted, the FBI continued to harass him and the gov- 
ernment revoked his passport. Eventually, he was allowed to 
travel abroad and he moved to Ghana, where he became a citi- 
zen. He died there at the age of 95 on August 27, 1963, the 
day before the civil rights march on Washington, D.C., where 
Martin Luther King, Jr., gave his famous “I Have a Dream” 
speech. 


JANE ADDAMS: URBAN SOCIAL PROBLEMS 
Jane Addams (1860—1935) is best known as a social reformer 
and the founder of Hull House, which provided a wide range 
of social services in the poor immigrant communities of Chi- 
cago and served as a model for later similar establishments, 
known as settlement houses, in other cities. Addams was the 
first American woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize, awarded 
to her in 1931 for her longstanding work in building an inter- 
national women’s coalition to promote peace and prevent war. 
But Addams also made an important contribution to the devel- 
opment of sociology. Her social reform work and her research 
on social life on the south side of Chicago had a significant 
influence on the development of urban sociology at the Uni- 
versity of Chicago, the home of the first sociology department 
in the United States. 

However, unlike some University of Chicago sociologists, 
who limited their work to understanding urban life, Addams 
believed that social theory and research should be linked to 
action promoting social change. Working to address social 
problems enabled her to contribute to social reform while de- 
veloping and testing theories about how society worked. In do- 
ing so, she often challenged those in power, advocating for the 
poor and others at the margins of society. 

In Hull House Maps and Papers (1895/2007), Addams chron- 
icled life in the immigrant communities around Hull House, 
producing data that was used to promote reform. In Democracy 
and Social Ethics (1902/2002), she linked democracy with di- 
versity, explaining that a well-functioning democratic society 
requires an understanding of a wide range of experiences and 
perspectives, something that early sociology was well equipped 
to provide. In addition, Addams foreshadowed the develop- 
ment of feminist social theory by critiquing the way male so- 
ciologists often based their generalizations about society on 
men’s experiences only. She argued that for researchers to fully 
understand social problems, they needed to have a sympathetic 
connection with the people affected by those problems. Her 
collaboration with poor immigrants informed her sociologi- 
cal understanding that people actively seek to improve their 
conditions, even when facing great odds in extremely difficult 
situations. 

Although the works of Martineau, Du Bois, Addams, and 
others may have been underappreciated when they wrote them, 
those works have since had a significant impact on sociology, 
encouraging sociologists to pay careful attention to the social 
complexities of gender, race, class, and power. 


The work of early sociologists served as the source for the de- 
velopment of later sociological theory. In the chapters to come, 
we consider different theories regarding specific social phe- 
nomena. In this section, we examine some of the general ap- 
proaches to theory that have developed over the years. First, 
though, we consider what theory is and examine some basic 
ways that sociological theories vary. 


Understanding Theory 


The film Avatar has sold around $3 billion in movie tickets as 
of this writing, making it the biggest box office hit in history. 
Why do you think the film has taken in so much money? Per- 
haps the story is compelling, the actors superb, or the special 
effects well worth the price of admission. Or maybe the studio 
advertised and promoted the film especially well. Or perhaps 
the film’s success is due to the growing number of movie the- 
aters worldwide, which translates into more ticket sales. 

Each possible explanation for the financial success of 
Avatar is, in effect, a theory because it tries to explain an 
observation. Accurate evidence and data—such as Avatar’s 
$3 billion in ticket sales—describes the world and helps us see 
“what” has occurred. Theories answer “why?” questions and 
help explain the data or evidence: “Why did this happen?” 
“Why is this so?” More formally, a social theory is a set of prin- 
ciples and propositions that explains the relationships among social 
phenomena. Through their explanations, theories also alert us 
to the sorts of questions we should be asking in future research. 

Of course, sociologists don’t just ask about box office hits— 
although media sociologists would be able to offer some likely 
explanations for Avatar’s success. Instead, sociological theorists 
address broad questions, such as, “Why don’t complex societies 
fall apart?” and “Why do wealth and poverty coexist?” as well 
as more narrowly defined questions, such as, “Why do some 
schools succeed while others fail?” or even “Why do students 
who sit in the back of the class tend to have lower grades than 
those who sit up front?” When we speak of approaches to so- 
ciological theory, therefore, we are referring to broad explana- 
tions sociologists have for why society operates the way it does. 
Although thinking about theory can seem intimidating at first, 
it actually is fairly straightforward and involves answering the 
most interesting question of all: Why? 

A few other characteristics of theories are important to 
remember: 


@ A theory is not just a hunch or personal opinion. \t may 
start off that way—just as our explanations for Avatar’s 
success did—but to be useful, theories have to be put to the 
test to see if they are consistent with the evidence; that’s the 
nature of science. Sociological theory is linked to research 
and evidence in ways that we explore in Chapter 2. 
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m Theories evolve and are sometimes rejected, leaving the 
most useful to survive. When evidence repeatedly contra- 
dicts a theory, the theory is either revised or discarded. ‘The 
most useful theories are those that endure, some of which 
we discuss later in this chapter. 


u Multiple theories often give us a more complete picture 
than any single one. Just as many factors likely contributed 
to Avatar’s success, many factors similarly contribute to most 
aspects of social life. Considering different theories can alert 
us to a variety of possible explanations for a social phenom- 
enon and to a range of factors that can contribute to it. 


Finally, theories tend to vary along a few key dimensions, 
which we now consider. 


Key Dimensions of Theory 


How do professional football teams vary? Some focus on of 
fense, others on defense. Some rely on skilled veteran players, 
whereas others groom the abilities of younger team members. 
Some teams get most of their points by running the ball, 
whereas others generate most of their offense by passing. These 
are among the key dimensions on which teams vary. 
Sociological theories, too, vary along key dimensions, in- 
cluding consensus and conflict, subjective and objective real- 
ity, and micro-level and macro-level analyses. Think of each 
dimension as a continuum rather than an either-or division. 
Knowing where a theory lies on each continuum can help you 
understand how it fits into the larger picture of sociological 


thought. 


CONSENSUS AND CONFLICT Conflict refers to 


tensions and disputes in society, often resulting from the un- 
equal distribution of scarce resources, which can contribute to 
social change. Consensus refers to solidarity and cooperative in- 
teraction, often due to shared values and interests, which can 
contribute to social stability. Although different theories focus 
more on one or the other, both consensus and conflict coexist 
in every society, institution, and organization—indeed, in all 
social life. 

In some instances, conflict can produce certain kinds of 
consensus (Coser 1956). When countries go to war, a dramatic 
example of conflict, citizens in each nation often feel a renewed 
sense of solidarity, which they express through increased patri- 
otism and nationalism. On the other hand, sometimes appar- 
ent consensus masks simmering tensions that become evident 
only when they erupt into full-blown conflict. For example, 
the ordinary daily routines of some cities have sometimes con- 
cealed underlying racial tensions that exploded into broad ur- 
ban riots sparked by a specific incident. 


OBJECTIVE AND SUBJECTIVE REALITY 0b- 


jective conditions are the material aspects of social life, includ- 
ing the physical environment, social networks, and social in- 
stitutions. All of these exist outside of us, and collectively they 
make up the objective dimension of social life. In contrast, the 
subjective dimension of social life involves the world of ideas, 
including our sense of self, social norms, values, and belief sys- 
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tems. These all exist “in our head,” so to speak, and are part of 
the cultural aspect of social life. 

Both the objective physical world we live in and our subjec- 
tive interpretations of that world have a significant impact on 
our lives and our society. For example, we have seen that Marx 
emphasized the impact of economic life (an objective factor) 
whereas Weber’s theory regarding the Protestant Ethic high- 
lighted the role of cultural beliefs (a subjective factor). 


MICRO-LEVEL AND MACRO-LEVEL ANALYSES 


The third dimension of sociological theory relates to different 
levels of analysis—as well as to different levels of society itself. 
Theories that focus on small scale, usually face-to-face, social 
interaction are operating at the micro level of analysis. (“Mi- 
cro” means small.) Theories that focus on large-scale social sys- 
tems and processes such as the economy, politics, and popula- 
tion trends operate at the macro level of analysis. (“Macro” 
means large.) Theories that focus somewhere between very 
large and very small social phenomena—on organizations or 
institutions, for example—are using a meso level of analysis. 
(“Meso” means middle.) Often, sociological work focuses on 
the interaction between these various levels of social life. 

Now that you are equipped with a better understanding of 
what theory is and how theories vary, let’s take a closer look 
at some major theoretical traditions. Since the mid-twentieth 
century, sociologists have sometimes grouped varied sociologi- 
cal theories into three broad categories: structural-functionalist 
theories, conflict theories, and symbolic interactionist theories. 


Structural-Functionalist 
Theories 


Structural-functionalist theories focus on consensus and coop- 
erative interaction in social life, emphasizing how different elements 
that make up a society’ structure contribute to its overall operation. 
The roots of this tradition can be found in the work of Spen- 
cer and Durkheim. Structural-functionalist theories—often re- 
ferred to simply as functionalist theories—were dominant in 
the United States in the middle of the twentieth century, when its 
leading proponent was Talcott Parsons (1902-1979). Parsons saw 
societies as complex systems made up of interdependent parts— 
for example, families, courts, schools, the economy—that work 
together to produce social stability. Because the systems are bal- 
anced, they tend to move toward normal states of equilibrium; a 
change in one part of the system results in a change in another 
part to compensate. Individuals are integrated into the social 
structure through culture, especially in the form of shared values. 
A consensus on basic values results in a moral commitment to 
society, which helps enable its smooth functioning. 

To endure, a social institution must meet a need of the sys- 
tem as a whole; institutions that do not contribute adapt or dis- 
appear. Parsons argued that any social organization—whether 
a small group or a large and diverse society—must perform 
several key functions to survive, including teaching group 
members core community values, integrating members into 
productive participation in social life, defining and attaining 
community goals, and adapting to a changing environment. 


> Individuals are embedded within 
larger social structures that correspond 
to different levels of sociological analy- 
sis. These drummers at the 2008 Beijing 
Olympics, for example, brought their indi- 
vidual talents to the performance (micro 
level), but their efforts were coordinated 
by the organization behind the Beijing 
Olympics (meso level), which was, in turn, 
one project of the global International 
Olympic Committee (macro level). 


In an important contribution to 
functionalist theory, Robert K. Mer- 
ton (1910-2003) distinguished be- 
tween manifest functions, the rec- 
ognized and intended consequences of 
social phenomena, and latent func- 
tions, their largely unrecognized and 
unintended consequences. A manifest 
function of schools, for example, is 
to help prepare people for future em- 
ployment, whereas a latent function is to serve as a dating pool 
or marriage market. Merton also reminds us that even though 
some phenomena are persistent, they can be dysfunctional, 
inhibiting or disrupting the working of a system as a whole. 
The persistent overcrowding in many schools, for example, is 
dysfunctional. 

Consider how one might study the family as a social in- 
stitution using functionalist theories. Families serve a number 
of functions, including the raising of children (though some 
societies raise children communally outside of the family and 
many families do not include children). In recent decades, 
a changing economy (another part of the social system) and 
changes in cultural values have contributed to changes in the 
family, including the rise of two wage-earner families, single- 
parent families, blended families, and families with same-sex 
parents. Despite such changes, shared values continue to tell us 
how to raise children and maintain family life. Families can be 
dysfunctional, too—for example, by harboring child abuse or 
domestic violence. 


Conflict Theories 


Conflict theories focus on issues of contention, power, and in- 
equality, highlighting the competition for scarce resources. The 
roots of this approach can be found in the work of Marx and 
Weber. Today, work that focuses on class, race, gender, and 
other forms of inequality is often based in this tradition, draw- 
ing on the work of Martineau, Du Bois, Addams, and others. 
The conflict approach emphasizes that, to meet common needs, 
people attempt to acquire scarce and valuable resources. These 
include material goods—such as food, housing, and good 
jobs—as well as less tangible resources, such as social respect 
and freedom. Because these resources are often limited, people 
compete for them, bringing different groups into conflict. Even 
when conflict is not visible, it is often present but repressed by 
the dominance of the powerful over the less powerful. 


Conflict theories, then, see power at the core of social life. 
Power enables some people to gain an advantage over others 
and acquire more resources; more resources, in turn, give them 
more power. In this ongoing struggle, different groups use cul- 
ture’s values and ideas as weapons to advance their own po- 
sitions. The dominant culture supports and justifies existing 
inequalities. Various counter-cultures articulate different val- 
ues in their challenge to the existing condition. 

How would one study the family with conflict theory? Con- 
flict theories explain that the popular image of the “traditional” 
family of the 1950s, depicting a smoothly functioning social 
institution marked by consensus about distinct and clearly de- 
fined gender roles, was largely a myth. In reality, as we see in 
Chapter 12, the prevailing male dominance of the period kept 
women in restricted roles and prevented them from pursuing 
ambitions they might have had for themselves. The extensive 
legal, economic, and social inequalities between women and 
men reflected the different amounts of power each possessed. 
This inequality had been justified by a dominant culture that 
viewed men as naturally superior to women. Another problem 
with the traditional image of a family with one wage earner 
was that it applied most often to white, middle-class families; 
poor and working-class women—especially women of color— 
had long been part of the workforce, and their families operated 
quite differently. Inequalities continue to exist around family 
life today, both within families, where power may not be shared 
evenly, and within broader society, where some forms of family, 
such as same-sex unions, do not yet have full legal recognition. 


Symbolic Interactionist 
Theories 


Symbolic interactionist theories focus on how people use shared 
symbols and construct society as a result of their everyday interac- 
tions. Weber's approach of verstehen, in which the researcher 
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tries to understand action from the perspective of the actor, 
laid some groundwork for these theories, as did early work by 
Georg Simmel (1858-1918), who wrote insightful essays on the 
dynamics of daily life. However, symbolic interactionist theo- 
ries were fully developed in the United States, building on work 
by social psychologists in the early and mid-twentieth century. 
George Herbert Mead (1863-1931), for example, wrote about 
how we develop a sense of self through our interaction with 
others and by self-reflection (see Chapter 6). In his dramaturgi- 
cal theory, Erving Goffman (1922-1982) showed how social 
life was very much like a play, with people adopting roles, com- 
plete with props and scripts (see Chapter 7). 

Symbolic interactionist theories are strongly associated 
with the subjective and micro-level dimensions of social life. 
They explain social life by highlighting that the social world is 
based on interaction between people using cultural symbols, 
such as words and nonverbal body language. Through inter- 
action, individuals develop a sense of self and create a shared 
understanding of reality with others. People with more power 
are typically better able to influence this interpretation of real- 
ity. This common interpretation of reality leads to patterns of 
social interaction within groups that form the basis of social 
structure. But everyday interaction is also constantly recreating 
or changing these patterns, so society itself is inherently un- 
stable and constantly in flux. Always under construction, the 
social world is therefore always capable of change. In this way, 
the symbolic interactionist theories explain social life by high- 
lighting the active role people take in creating society. 

Applied to the family, the symbolic interactionist approach 
directs our attention to micro-level interactions between fam- 
ily members. As they interact, they develop an understanding 
of who they are and what their role is within the family. What 
does it mean to be a “good parent” today? Who will work to 
earn money? Who will care for children? What responsibility 
does a child have for an aging parent? Family members must 
come to some mutual understanding about what is expected 
from each of them. ‘This shared interpretation of reality pro- 
duces patterns of behavior that provide a routine structure to 
family life. But these interpretations and arrangements are 
not static; they are continuously reexamined and thus sub- 
ject to change. The changes in family structure over the past 
half-century illustrate the cumulative effect of individual-level 
decisions. People in different types of family—including two- 
parent families, one-parent families, childless couples, families 
with same-sex parents, and step-families—actively interpret 
the meaning of “family” and act accordingly. 


Feminist Theories and 
Theoretical Diversity 


As we see throughout this book, sociological theory has de- 
veloped considerably since the mid-twentieth century, when 
some sociologists grouped the field’s varied theories into the 
categories of functionalist, conflict, and symbolic interaction- 
ist perspectives. Newer perspectives often do not fit neatly into 
these older categories. Among the most important contempo- 


rary perspectives is feminist theory. Feminist theories focus on 
inequality between women and men and could be considered 
in the tradition of conflict theories. But feminist theories also 
provide insight into how those inequalities are created and re- 
inforced in daily interactions, placing these insights squarely in 
the tradition of symbolic interactionism (see Chapter 11). 

As with other theoretical traditions, there is no single femi- 
nist theory. Instead, a variety of feminist theories emphasize the 
importance of women’s experience, analyze gender inequality, 
and advocate gender equality (Anderson and Witham 2009; 
Taylor, Rupp, and Whittier 2008). As we saw earlier in the chap- 
ter, feminist ideas from Harriet Martineau, Jane Addams, and 
others were present during the early years of sociology but were 
often marginalized in the male-dominated world of academia. 
The women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s, however, 
helped create a space for the emergence of feminist scholars 
who transformed many academic fields, including sociology. 
Often working across disciplinary boundaries and in newly es- 
tablished women’s studies departments, feminist theorists chal- 
lenged male assumptions about the world and about how social 
research should be done (Harding 1991; Reinharz 1992). 

Historically, men had dominated the analyses of social life 
and often assumed that their understanding and perspective 
applied to everyone. Feminist “standpoint theory” rejected this 
notion, instead emphasizing that all knowledge is constructed 
from a particular perspective and that women’s different expe- 
riences need to be included to produce an accurate understand- 
ing of social life (Harding 2004; Smith 1974, 1989). In the 
years that followed, this basic insight was extended to include 
the recognition that women’s experiences vary depending on 
their class, race, and sexual orientation (Collins 1990; hooks 
2000). This understanding has contributed to a wider recogni- 
tion that the effects of gender, class, race, and sexual orien- 
tation intersect in shaping social life (Anderson and Collins 
2009; Rothenberg 2009) and that women’s lives vary across 
different societies (Mohanty 2003). Feminist theory has also 
contributed to a focus on women’s bodies as a site of social 
struggles involving sexuality, beauty norms, violence, repro- 
ductive rights, and health (Lorber and Moore 2010). Finally, 
feminist theory has informed work on men, gender, and sexu- 
ality, revealing how our ideas about masculinity are socially 
constructed (Kimmel and Messner 2009; Pascoe 2007). 

In addition, various recent theories—under the umbrella 
term postmodernism—have highlighted how shared meanings 
and assumptions about the world—a central feature of sym- 
bolic interactionist theories—have fragmented, as different 
groups in society come to understand social reality differently. 
Meanwhile, rational choice theories have introduced a sort of 
economic analysis, suggesting that social interaction be under- 
stood as exchanges between rational individuals. 

One of the great strengths of sociology is that it contains a 
variety of theories about the workings of social life that reach 
well beyond the three traditional approaches. But what unites 
sociology? What is the common ground that enables people 
using such disparate theories to identify as sociologists? That 
common ground is the sociological perspective and the core 
concepts that are at its heart. 


Ground: Culture, 
Structure, and Power 


Diverse sociological theories are united by the core concepts 
that are central to a sociological perspective, including culture, 
structure, and power. As we have already seen, these concepts 
were used extensively by sociology’s early thinkers and they 
have been at the heart of sociology ever since. 

To varying degrees, all theoretical approaches rely on soci- 
ology’s core concepts. For example, functionalism highlights 
culture’s role in providing society with common values, such 
as love of family. Conflict theory emphasizes how competing 
groups can manipulate cultural ideas and symbols to their 
advantage, as when politicians attach the idea of “family val- 
ues” to their legislative initiatives and suggest opponents are 
antifamily. Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the process 
by which individuals create culture, as when people redefine 


“family” to incorporate a broader range of relationships. Al- 
though these approaches differ in their interpretations and 
emphases, they all agree that culture is a significant feature 
of social life worthy of close attention. Similarly, structure 
and power are important to all sociological theories. Table 
1.2 summarizes how these core concepts provide the com- 
mon ground that links the major approaches to sociological 
theory. 

This section presents a brief overview of sociology’s three 
core concepts. Each concept is later covered in depth in a sepa- 
rate chapter. By learning to use these three concepts to analyze 
and understand social life, you will succeed in developing a 
sociological perspective. 


Culture 


Culture is the collection of values, beliefs, knowledge, norms, 
language, behaviors, and material objects shared by a people and 
socially transmitted from generation to generation. Culture oper- 
ates at all levels of society: through everyday interactions be- 
tween individuals; through organizational norms in schools, 
businesses, and other groups; and through society-wide 


TABLE 1.2 


CORE CONCEPTS AND APPROACHES TO SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY 


Functionalist Theories 


Conflict Theories 


Symbolic Interactionist Theories 


How is society held together? What 
function do the parts of society 
serve? 


Key Questions 


Culture 


Culture represents the consensus 
values and norms of a society into 
which individuals are socialized. 


Structure Society is a stable system made up 
of interconnected structures. People 
act within structural constraints so 
that change is typically gradual and 
temporary, returning societies to a 
stable equilibrium. 


Power is the ability of a social system 
to achieve its collective goals. 
Inequalities between groups serve 

a positive function in society by 
motivating the most qualified to fill 
the most important positions. 


How is inequality structured in 
society? How are power relations 
maintained; how can they be 
changed? 


Conflicting parties use culture to 
advance their interests. Those in 
power perpetuate their privilege 

by socializing people into dominant 
values and norms. Those who are 
oppressed develop counter-cultures 
that challenge the dominant world 


view. 


Structure is the social order 
maintained by dominant groups 
primarily through coercion and the 
threat of force. Collective action 
challenging the existing order 

is often the source of structural 
change. 

Power is often concentrated in 

the hands of a dominant group 
that uses it to exploit or oppress 
others. Inequality is the result of 
struggle between groups for scarce 
resources. 


How do people interpret and 
understand the social world in their 
interactions? How do they help 
shape the reality they experience? 


Through the use of symbols, people 
create culture based on their 
interpretation of social reality. They 
pass on these ideas and values in the 
socialization process. 


Social structure is produced through 
recurring individual actions that 
create a pattern. Structure is 
inherently unstable and changeable 
since it must be reproduced 
continually through individual 
action. 
Power is rooted in the social 
relationships between people. 
Inequality results from the actions 
of individuals and therefore can be 
changed. 
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mechanisms such as the media and religion. At its broadest, 
culture is a way of life. 

We tend to take our own culture for granted since we have 
internalized its basic customs and assumptions. For example, 
most of us, most of the time, have a fairly good understanding 
of what to expect from routine social interactions and what is 
considered appropriate behavior in those settings. We know 
when we are expected to be more formal and polite (perhaps 
with authority figures) and when we can relax and be casual 
(perhaps with close friends and family). We know that raising 
a hand to speak when hanging out with friends is unnecessary 
and that cracking open a beer in class is unwise. These unwritten 
“rules’—and the ideas about courtesy and respect that inform 
them—are part of our culture that we have learned. 

Consider, for example, the simple matter of where to look 
when speaking with someone. Most Americans look people 
in the eye since in American culture direct eye contact sig- 
nals honesty and forthrightness, whereas avoiding eye contact 
suggests that one has something to hide. But in some Asian 
countries, extended direct eye contact is often considered rude 
and impertinent, whereas averting one’s gaze is a sign of defer- 
ence and respect. Imagine the potential miscommunication if, 
say, an Asian and an American business executive, unaware of 
these cultural differences, were assessing each other as poten- 
tial business partners. The American might think her Asian 
colleague had something to hide, whereas the Asian executive 
might think his American colleague was being rude and disre- 
spectful. Understanding the concept of culture helps us inter- 
act in a world of diversity and allows us to critically examine 
beliefs and behaviors we might otherwise view as “natural.” 

Culture is not “natural” or biologically based because it 
must be taught and learned through the process of socializa- 
tion (see Chapter 6). Since people must reproduce culture for 
it to survive, people can also change culture by adopting new 
values, beliefs, and behaviors and abandoning older ones. ‘This 
process of cultural evolution can create conflict as some people 
seek to hold on to more traditional values and ways of life, 
while others embrace new ideas and behaviors. As a result, 
cultural conflicts are common. Clashes in values, beliefs, and 
ways of life help fuel conflict, sometimes even contributing to 
warfare. On the other hand, culture is often something to cel- 
ebrate, and our identity comes, in part, from the elements of 
culture that we choose to embrace. Our tastes in music, our 
dress and appearance, our religious beliefs or nonbeliefs, our 
language, our family’s ancestry, among other things, are all 
cultural features that help to make us who we are. 

Culture, therefore, is woven into the fabric of social life and 
is an essential element of a sociological analysis of society. 


Structure 


Structure refers to the recurring patterns of behavior in social 
life. These patterns occur at all levels of society, from our daily 
interactions with others to the global economy. Structures 


thinking aboutthe core concepts 


& 
Social structures 


influence how 
people act. 


Ss 


ee Social Structure LN 


People act, thereby creating, 
reproducing, or changing 
social structures. 


ay FIGURE 1.1 | THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN PEOPLE AND 
SOCIAL STRUCTURE 


range from highly informal patterns, such as where and when 
we routinely meet up with friends, to much more formal or- 
ganizations and institutions, such as schools and government. 

People create structures to help them accomplish their 
goals, but, in turn, structures come to constrain what they can 
do (see Figure 1.1). For example, imagine that you and your 
friends decide to form a new group to advocate for more park- 
ing spaces on campus. In establishing your group, you have to 
decide things like: Will there be formal leadership positions, 
such as president and secretary? How will those be chosen? 
How do you become a member? How will decisions be made? 
How you answer such questions will determine the structure 
for your organization. You would hope that the structure you 
create will help the group function smoothly and promote its 
goal effectively. But the rules that define the structure will also 
constrain the behavior of group members because they regu- 
late how members are supposed to behave. As new members 
join your group, they will experience the rules as an already- 
existing reality that constrains their actions. They may choose 
to comply with the rules, thereby reproducing the structure 
of your group, or work to change them in some way, thereby 
modifying the structure. 

Daily life tends to be ordered by various informal patterns 
of behavior, or social structures. We can talk about “family 
structure,” for example, even though there are no formal or- 
ganizational by-laws that regulate the behavior of such groups. 
‘There are, however, legal standards, social norms, and common 
practices that establish the “rules” of family life, something we 
explore later in the book. 

Similar to how culture must be reproduced—and can be 
changed—structures must be reproduced through continuing 
patterns of behavior or they can be changed through changes 
in that behavior. History provides examples of how people can 
act collectively to change social structure. In the nineteenth 


Review the description of sociology’s early thinkers. What roles did culture, structure, 
and power play in their work? 


SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Sociology and Democracy in Arab Societies 


n January 2011, a wave of protests erupted in the Arab world 
against the region’s dictatorial regimes. In Egypt, the most 
populous Arab country, young people, many of them college 
students or recent graduates, used Facebook, Twitter, and 
other social media to coordinate protests against the U.S.-backed 
regime of Hosni Mubarak, who had ruled with an iron hand since 
1981. Labor unions and other groups brought workers out into the 
streets by the hundreds of thousands. When the military sided 
with the protesters, the regime was doomed. Though the revolu- 
tion took many people by surprise, the struggle for democracy 
in Egypt began decades ago, and in one little-known way, social 
scientists played a role in it. 

Sociologist Saad Eddin Ibrahim is the director of the Ibn Khal- 
dun Center for Development Studies in Cairo, which is named 
for Abd al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406), who pioneered the 
formal study of society centuries before the discipline of sociol- 
ogy emerged in the nineteenth century. The center’s researchers 
study and advocate for economic development, democratization, 
and the strengthening of the agents of civil society—voluntary 
organizations such as unions, charities, professional associations, 
and advocacy groups that are neither government nor for-profit 
businesses. Ibrahim’s work led him to conclude that the Arab 
world would not enjoy peace or widespread prosperity until 
democracy flourished in the region. As a result, Ibrahim and his 
colleagues have worked relentlessly for democratic freedom and 
championed the inclusion of women and minorities in the politi- 
cal process. 

A vocal critic of repressive Arab regimes and the U.S. policy 
of supporting them to promote stability and steady access to 
Mideast oil, |brahim made himself unpopular with the Mubarak 
government. In 2000, when Mubarak announced elections, 
Ibrahim and his colleagues said they would conduct independent 
surveys of voters and publish the results, which threatened to 
embarrass an unpopular dictator planning a sham election. Ibra- 
him also explained in a foreign magazine article that he believed 
Mubarak had no intention of submitting to fair elections and 
instead was grooming his son to take over the regime as the new 
president-for-life. 

The reaction was swift. The same day the article was pub- 
lished, the Ibn Khaldun Center was looted by State Security 
guards and Ibrahim and twenty-six of his colleagues were ar- 
rested. Ibrahim was convicted and sentenced to seven years’ 
hard labor for “tarnishing” Egypt’s image abroad. The imprison- 


ment drew outcries from human rights organizations, the United 
Nations, social scientists (including the American Sociological 
Association), and, eventually, the U.S. government. After three 
years in isolation, Ibrahim was acquitted of all charges on appeal. 
He suffered permanent nerve damage in one leg from torture he 
endured while in prison. A former marathon runner, he needed 
multiple surgeries before he could walk again, and then only with 
a cane. 

Upon Ibrahim’s release, the Ibn Khaldun Center reopened and 
he and his colleagues resumed their work. In 2007, however, fac- 
ing a new round of charges, Ibrahim chose to go into exile in the 
United States rather than risk another prison term. He continued 
his work on Arab democracy from abroad while his colleagues at 
the center helped train observers to monitor the polling stations 
in Egypt’s 2010 elections. The fraud they witnessed fed growing 
public disillusionment that contributed to the 2011 revolution. 

As the uprising unfolded, Ibrahim provided analysis of his 
country’s political dynamics in essays for the Washington Post and 
Wall Street Journal and in comments in other media throughout 
the world. When the revolution’s success appeared imminent, 
Ibrahim risked returning to his homeland. Arriving the very day 
Mubarak resigned, he went immediately to Tahrir Square, the 
epicenter of the pro-democracy demonstrations. “The spirit in 
the square was just unbelievable,” Ibrahim remembered. “These 
young people are so empowered. They will never be cowed again 
by any ruler—at least for a generation.” 

Like the founders of sociology who were public intellectuals 
engaged in the political debates of their day, who advised govern- 
ments on public policy, and who worked with social movements 
to promote change, Ibrahim and his fellow scholars at Egypt’s Ibn 
Khaldun Center help ensure that, in the Arab world, sociology 
matters. 


think about it 


1. Why can social science research, such as surveying citizens, pose a 
threat to an autocratic government? 


2. With the political freedoms they enjoy, do you think young people 
in the United States feel empowered to help shape the future of 
their country, as the young people in Egypt did? Why or why not? 


Sources: Goodman (2007); Johnson (2007); Stockman (2011); Ward (2010); 
Weiss (2011); and the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies (eicds.org). 
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century, six-day workweeks were the norm in industrial societ- 
ies, and workers usually labored for ten or twelve hours a day. 
By the early twentieth century, however, a growing number of 
people joined the labor movement, which promoted the then- 
radical ideas of an eight-hour workday and a five-day work- 
week. With great difficulty, labor unions struggled successfully 


to establish this new standard, thus creating the much-beloved 
weekend with its two-day reprieve from work. ‘This resulted in 
a fundamental change in the social structuring of time in our 
society. (See the Sociology Matters box for an example of the 
role sociology can play in helping to change social structures 
today.) 
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Social change influences the lives of individuals and 
communities alike. These images of the Cincinnati, Ohio 
waterfront, one a daguerreotype taken in 1848 and the other a 
photograph taken 150 years later, illustrate the dramatic effects 
of industrialization, urbanization, and technological change. 
Both pictures feature paddle-wheeled steamboats, but in one 
they are a recent technological innovation and a primary form 
of both commercial and passenger transport. In contrast, the 
boat in the other—a nostalgic cultural relic of a bygone era—is 
a tourist attraction. 
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Power 


Power is the ability to bring about an intended outcome, even 
when opposed by others. Power, too, operates at all levels of so- 
ciety, including in families (parents have power over their chil- 
dren), in organizations (managers have power over the people 
who report to them), and in national and international rela- 
tions (leaders exercise military and economic power to achieve 
national goals). Sometimes people empower themselves to 
achieve a goal (as when a student completes a degree to qualify 
for a particular career). Other times power is used to influence 
the thinking and behavior of others and even to dominate oth- 
ers. For example, an employer can dictate the rules that em- 
ployees must follow during work hours. 

Power is commonly used to allocate resources (economic 
power), make rules and decisions (political power), and help 
to define reality (cultural power). It is thus closely tied to in- 
equality, the systematic and unequal distribution of resources 
among various groups of people. All societies have some form 
of inequality; it just varies by type and degree. Those who have 
more economic, political, and cultural resources have a better 
chance to achieve their goals and overcome hurdles and oppo- 
sition. In other words, they have more power. 

Paying attention to power allows us to see connections and 
similarities between different forms of inequality, which co- 
exist and interact. Considering the intersections of race, class, 
and gender has proven to be especially important in under- 
standing power and inequality. 


Culture, structure, and power are not unchanging features 
of social life; they are part of ongoing social processes. Culture 
is reproduced and changed through socialization. Structures 
are created and altered through action. Power can be used to 
produce or reduce inequalities, which in turn can alter the dis- 
tribution of power. These dynamics are at the heart of a so- 
ciological analysis that recognizes the ever-changing nature of 
social life. ) 
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SOCIOLOGY AND CHANGE 


ociology arose over a century and a half ago during 
a period of transition that marked the emergence of 


modernity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 


Early sociologists, drawing on the core concepts of 
culture, structure, and power, sought to explain that transi- 


tion and the social turmoil that often accompanied it. Today, 


we are living through another period of transition, this time 
from modernity to an as-yet-uncertain postmodernity, and 
sociologists are studying the nature and consequences of 
these changes. By studying sociology yourself, you can bet- 
ter understand these changes, be more equipped to handle 
them, and perhaps even influence their development. 


From Modern to Postmodern Society 


Modernity was a period associated with the rise of indus- 
trialization, democracy, and science. In contrast, post- 
modernity is a historical period beginning in the mid- 
twentieth century characterized by the rise of information- 
based economies and the fragmentation of political beliefs 
and ways of knowing. Because we are in the midst of this 
transition, it is difficult to summarize neatly what post- 
modernity will look like or what long-term impact it will 
have. Nonetheless, we can point to certain features of 
this transition to the postmodern world. (See Table 1.3.) 
Classical theorists were concerned with the rise of an 
industrial economy; today’s sociologists are interested in 
the relationship between so-called postindustrial econo- 
mies, in which information-based and service-sector jobs 
predominate, and the developing industrial economies that 
now produce the bulk of the world’s manufactured goods. 
Classical sociologists studied the rise of urban life that ac- 


companied industrialization; contemporary sociologists have 


examined the emergence of suburban life as a new social 
reality in advanced economies while documenting contin- 
ued urbanization in the developing world and the growth of 
“mega-cities.” The modern era was marked by a great faith 
in democratic governments as a means to human progress; 
in postmodern times, distrust of government and a loss of 
faith in political ideologies have often led to stalemated 


conflicts, political disengagement, and widespread cynicism. 


Finally, classical theorists highlighted the declining influ- 
ence of religion, the rise of science, and the rationalization 


KEY FEATURES OF 
TABLE 1.3 


PREMODERN, MODERN, AND 
POSTMODERN SOCIETIES 


Premodern Modern Postmodern 
Economy Agricultural — Industrial Information based 
Service oriented 
Social Life = Rural Urban Suburban 
Mega-cities 
Politics ; Religiously Si Democracy Disengagement 
sanctioned Cynicism 


leaders 


Dominant _ Religion 
Culture 


Rationality Fragmented 


and science Multicultural 


of modern life. Contemporary sociologists have studied our 
highly fragmented culture, which includes everything from 
the rise of multiculturalism and rejection of universal truths 
to a resurgence of fundamentalist religions and reaffirmation 
of universal truths. 

Beyond such broad changes, a number of significant de- 
velopments are transforming our way of life. These changes 
are not universal but tend to affect the wealthier societies of 
the world most. Throughout this book, we use a sociological 
perspective to better understand these aspects of post- 
modern society. As you read the list of changes below, con- 
sider how they have affected—or will affect—your life: 


1. The expansion of media and commercial culture. |n 
postmodern society, media technologies have dramati- 
cally expanded into all aspects of social life, creating new 
opportunities for communication and new dilemmas. 
The boundaries between the Internet, television, smart 
phones, video games, and other media continue to blur, 
resulting in the all-encompassing and commercialized 
media environment in which we live. Closely connected 
to this expansion has been unprecedented growth in 
advertising and the promotion of consumption. How is 
the saturation of society by the media influencing social 
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life? How often do you check or send texts and e-mails? 
How many advertisements have you seen today? (See, 
especially, Chapter 14.) 

. The threat to the natural environment. The ever-in- 
creasing production and consumption of consumer goods 
have taken a serious toll on the environment in the form 
of resource depletion, pollution, climate change, and an 
ever-growing accumulation of waste. How can we balance 
the desire for material comfort with the need to protect 
diminishing resources? How are environmental changes 
potentially affecting our health and our way of life? (See 
Chapter 15.) 

. The decline of U.S. cities and the rise of suburbs. |n 
the postmodern era, corporations have moved many 
industrialized manufacturing jobs to developing nations 
where workers are paid lower wages. As industrial jobs in 
U.S. cities disappeared, the economic base of major urban 
areas crumbled, leaving behind unemployment, poverty, 
and crime in many inner cities. The suburbs, meanwhile, 
have grown rapidly, permitting more people to own 
homes in relatively safe and tranquil surroundings. But 
suburban life has its own problems. It can leave people 
feeling socially isolated, for example, and require lengthy 
commutes to work in heavy traffic. How can U.S. cities 
remain vital in postmodernity? How have the suburbs 
changed the rhythms of daily life, and what is their effect 
on people’s sense of community? How will the expansion 
of urban life in developing nations affect those societies? 
(See Chapter 15.) 

. The global economy. You need only consider the route 
traveled by the ingredients of your morning cup of cof- 
fee—from the plantations of Brazil, Columbia, or Vietnam 
to your local coffee shop or grocery store—to realize that 
we are inextricably part of a global system of production 
and consumption. The global economy is transforming so- 
cieties around the world, and the debate over the nature 
of this change has been an important topic in sociology 
recently. How does a global economy affect the inequal- 
ity between rich and poor nations? How has the growth 
of a global economy affected employment patterns, edu- 
cational requirements, and family life? (See Chapters 9 
and 16.) 

. The aging population. We are living longer and healthier 
lives thanks to advances in health information and medi- 
cal technology. Now society must adjust to the new real- 
ity of an aging population. The U.S. Census Bureau (2011) 
reports that, in 2010, one out of every fifty-six Americans 
was aged 85 years or older and that, by 2050, one out of 
every twenty Americans will be that age (U.S. Census 


Bureau 2004). How will the need to care for aging par- 
ents and grandparents affect future American families? 
How will social services and the health care system cope 
with an aging population? (See Chapter 17.) 


. The changing family. Effective contraception, divorce, 


blended families, two-wage-earner families, single-parent 
families, gay marriage, and surrogate parenting, among 
other developments, have changed the definition of the 
family and its role in society. How does today’s family 
differ from yesterday’s? How have recent social changes 
affected the nature and function of the family? What is in 
store for the family in the future? (See Chapter 12.) 


. Troubled political institutions. |n many parts of the 


world today, the prospect of democracy holds great 
promise as a substitute for repressive political regimes. 
But long-established democracies often seem to have 
their own troubles. Why do some well-established de- 
mocracies stagnate? What threats challenge the vitality 
of our democratic institutions? (See Chapter 16.) 


. Increased diversity and multiculturalism. A recent 


influx of immigrants has been a catalyst for change as 
well as conflict in the United States, just as was an earlier 
wave of immigrants who arrived in the early twentieth 
century. In addition, the global economy and the relative 
ease of modern travel have begun to erode the signifi- 
cance of national boundaries. Does the fragmentation 
and juxtaposition of cultural experiences—in music, food, 
film, and more—point the way to a new cultural mash- 
up? Does the presence of such cultural diversity threaten 
societies with fragmentation? How can the distinct con- 
tributions of different cultures be preserved in a world in 
which cultural traits are increasingly blended? (See Chap- 
ters 10 and 14.) 


. The changing nature of violence and warfare. Powerful 


and wealthy countries, including the United States, pos- 
sess advanced weapons that can destroy humanity many 
times over. Some smaller nations and various nonstate 
actors have developed low-tech but deadly weapons and 
tactics. The result is a world bristling with arms, threat- 
ened by violence, and locked in political and military 
stalemates. How can societies reduce violence? What 
factors contribute to the recent rise in terrorist activity? 
What is the future of warfare? (See Chapter 16.) 

The changing role of religion. To varying degrees, the 
world’s wealthy industrialized nations have become in- 
creasingly secular—that is, religion plays a much less sig- 
nificant role in public and daily life in those nations than it 
once did. But in other parts of the world, religious beliefs 
continue to inform and drive many aspects of social life. 
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Because of the increased contact among cultures, differ- 
ences in religious beliefs now fuel some of the world’s 
major conflicts and some of the most divisive political 
issues at home. Will secularization continue to expand 

in the coming years or will religious revivals spread? Can 
different cultures coexist even with fundamental religious 
differences? (See Chapter 12.) 


The Challenge and Hope of Sociology 


Sociology holds great promise. As C. Wright Mills pointed 
out, it can help us understand the connections between our- 
selves and the larger social world. In studying society, 

we learn more about who we are as individuals, why we face 
the conditions that we do, and how we are connected to 
others. At its best, sociology promotes an understanding 

of the social world and our place in it and suggests ways 
that we might act to improve our lives, our community, and 
our world. 

But sociology comes with some challenges, too. Because 
it addresses serious problems that face society, it can lead 
us to some disturbing discoveries about society and our- 
selves. Issues such as how to care for an aging population, 
how to balance human needs with environmental concerns, 
how to address persistent poverty, how to combat racism 
and sexism, how to respond to extremist violence, and how 
to accommodate diversity in society are not easy to think 
about, but they are important and must be faced. Also, look- 
ing at our experiences in a broader social context sometimes 
reveals disconcerting insights about our relative privilege, 
or lack of it, due to the effects of class, race, gender, sexual 


orientation, or nationality. Achieving a better understanding 
of our place in the world’s hierarchy of privilege can be en- 
lightening, but also unsettling. 

As you will see throughout this book, sociology can 
force us to move outside our comfort zone and challenge 
us to think in new ways about assumptions that we take 
for granted. If we live in relative comfort and freedom, we 
might find it easy to ignore difficult issues that face society 
and hope they won’t affect us personally. If we are strug- 
gling to get by, we might prefer to focus solely on taking care 
of our private lives, hoping that eventually we can insulate 
ourselves from economic upheaval, crime, and other social 
problems. But sociology reminds us that in taking either 
position we are, by default, helping to reproduce the society 
in which we live, with all its problems. Whether we realize it 
or not, whether we like it or not, we are part of the broader 
social world. 

In the face of our changing world, sociology offers hope. 
It is not a fearful hope that we can somehow manage in- 
dividually to escape the world’s problems. Instead, it is 
the hopeful realization that societies—and the issues that 
confront them—are largely created by human beings. That 
means people working together also have the capacity to 
change and improve those societies, as well as their own 
lives. We invite you to take up the challenge to use sociol- 
ogy to better understand the world and your place in it. And 
we hope that from this understanding, you'll be inspired 
and better equipped to act—in whatever way you see fit— 
to make a positive difference in your life and in our rapidly 
changing world. 
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eS Looking Back 


The sociological perspective is a way of looking at the world 


that focuses on the relationships between individuals and 
larger forces in society. Sociology as a discipline couples this 
perspective with systematic study and research using the 
methods of social science. 


The discipline of sociology emerged in the late 1800s, in 
part as a response to the dramatic economic, political, cul- 
tural, and social changes taking place in the modern world. 


Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber were the 
three most influential classical sociological thinkers. Marx 
is best known for his work on capitalism and on the role of 
conflict in society. Durkheim’s work focused on social soli- 
darity. Weber is best known for his work on the rationaliza- 
tion of society, including the rise of bureaucracy. 


Because of the sexism and racism of the day, the contribu- 
tions of other social thinkers such as Harriet Martineau, 
W.E.B. Du Bois, and Jane Addams were not fully recog- 
nized or accepted within the discipline of sociology in their 
time. However, they made a major contribution, especially 
in spotlighting issues of gender- and race-based inequality. 


Sociological theories seek to explain the workings of society 
by explaining why things happen as they do. These theories 
vary along three key dimensions: consensus.and conflict, 
subjective and objective reality, and micro-level and macro- 
level analyses. Diverse theories are sometimes grouped 

into the functionalist, conflict, and symbolic interactionist 
approaches. 


The foundational work in sociology highlighted a number of 
core concepts that still serve as sociology’s common ground. 
Among these enduring concepts are culture, structure, and 
power. These concepts are used throughout the book to help 
analyze social issues and phenomena. 


Today, sociologists continue to study the social changes 
taking place as modernity gives way to the postmodern era. 
In many respects, the postmodern world is distinctly dif 
ferent from the one studied by the classical sociologists. But 
the enduring core concepts and theoretical insights of those 
early sociological thinkers—combined with new ideas and 
theories—can help us better understand our contemporary 
society. That is the focus of this book. 


» critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


1. What is sociology and what is the sociological perspective? 
How does the sociological perspective apply to your own 


life? S 


Why? What important changes, if any, would you add to 
the list? Why do you feel they should be included? 


What cards have you been dealt? Consider, for example, 
these questions about your childhood: Did you regularly 
have access to adequate food and clean drinking water? 
Did you live in a neighborhood that was relatively safe and 
free of crime? Did you have access to a good education? If 


2. ‘The use of indiscriminate deadly violence against civilians, 
often referred to as “terrorism,” is a topic of intense interest 
to social scientists. What sorts of issues and questions would 
someone using a sociological perspective focus on in ad- 
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dressing this topic? What sorts of questions might research- 
ers in other social science disciplines—such as economics, 
psychology, anthropology, and political science—focus on 
when considering this phenomenon? 


What do you see as some of the advantages and disadvan- 
tages of the rise of modernity? 


Of the ten changes in contemporary society listed on pages 
25-26, which one do you think is the most significant? 


you answered no to one or more of these questions, you no 


doubt had to overcome some hurdles while growing up. 

If you answered yes to these questions, you have enjoyed 
privileges that are unavailable to others. Using your socio- 
logical imagination, list ten more questions that could help 
determine whether people have enjoyed access to privileges 
in their lives. 


E Key Terms 


anomie (p. 14) social normlessness, without moral guidance or 
standards. 

collective conscience (p. 14) the shared values of society. 

conflict theories (p. 19) social theories that focus on issues of 
contention, power, and inequality, highlighting the competi- 
tion for scarce resources. 

culture (p. 21) the collection of values, beliefs, knowledge, 
norms, language, behaviors, and material objects shared by a 
people and socially transmitted from generation to generation. 

division of labor (p. 13) the way people specialize in different 
tasks, each requiring specific skills. 

dysfunctional (p. 19) inhibiting or disrupting the working of a 
system as a whole. 

functionalist theories (p. 18) see “structural-functionalist 
theories.” 

industrialization (p. 10) the use of large-scale machinery for the 
mass manufacture of consumer goods. 

latent function (p. 19) the largely unrecognized and unintended 
consequences of social phenomena. 

macro level of analysis (p. 18) a focus on large-scale social sys- 
tems and processes such as the economy, politics, and popula- 
tion trends. 

manifest functions (p. 19) the recognized and intended conse- 
quences of social phenomena. 

meso level of analysis (p. 18) a focus somewhere between very 
large and very small social phenomena—on organizations or 
institutions, for example. 

micro level of analysis (p. 18) a focus on small-scale, usually 
face-to-face social interaction. 

modernity (p. 7) a historical era beginning in the 1700s char- 
acterized by the growth of democracy and personal freedom, 
increased reliance on reason and science to explain the natural 
and social worlds, and a shift toward an urban industrial 
economy. 
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positivism (p. 11) a belief that accurate knowledge must be 
based on the scientific method. 

postmodernity (p. 25) a historical period beginning in the mid- 
twentieth century characterized by the rise of information- 
based economies and the fragmentation of political beliefs 
and ways of knowing. 

power (p. 24) the ability to bring about an intended outcome, 
even when opposed by others. 

rationalization of society (p. 15) the long-term historical pro- 
cess by which rationality replaced tradition as the basis for 
organizing social and economic life. 

science (p. 9) a method of inquiry that uses logic and the system- 
atic collection of evidence to support knowledge claims. 

social solidarity (p. 13) the collective bonds that connect 
individuals. 

social theory (p. 17) a set of principles and propositions that 
explains the relationships among social phenomena. 

sociological imagination (p. 5) see “sociological perspective.” 

sociological perspective (p. 5) a view of the social world that 
focuses on discovering and understanding the connec- 
tions between individuals and the broader social contexts in 
which they live; what C. Wright Mills called the sociological 
imagination. 

sociology (p. 5) the systematic study of the relationship between 
individuals and society. 

structural-functionalist theories (p. 18) theories that focus on 
consensus and cooperative interaction in social life, emphasiz- 
ing how different elements that make up a society’s structure 
contribute to its overall operation. Often referred to simply as 
“functionalist theories,” or “functionalism.” 

structure (p. 22) the recurring patterns of behavior in social life. 

symbolic interactionist theories (p. 19) social theories that 
focus on how people use shared symbols and construct society 
as a result of their everyday interactions. 

urbanization (p. 10) the growth of cities. 
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CHAPTER 2 


ho is more likely to be killed by a stranger, someone living in a city or someone living in a 


semirural suburban area? If you are like most people, you would assume—based on news stories, 
crime shows, and detective novels—that cities are more dangerous and, therefore, urban dwellers 
are at greater risk. But when researchers examined the evidence, they found that a person living in 
a semirural suburb was more likely to be killed by a stranger than was a person in a city (Lucy 2003; 
Lucy and Rabalais 2002). 

This finding is so counterintuitive that it might be hard to believe. How, then, do we go about 
evaluating this claim? The first step in evaluating any claim based on research is to examine and 
think critically about how the researcher collected and analyzed the data. In this case, a close 
reading of the study’s methods reveals two key factors that contributed to the unexpected 
findings. 

First, the researcher used not only homicide data (the killing by strangers that most people 
probably think about) but also data from traffic fatalities, which almost always involve strangers. In 
fact, car accidents cause more than twice as many deaths as do homicides. And the areas with the 
most traffic fatalities are those where people tend to drive at higher speeds on relatively narrow 


roads—such as those found in semirural suburbs. 
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Second, the researchers collected data on the relationship 
of murder victims to their killers. They found that only 
about one out of six murders is committed by a stranger; 
the vast majority of murders are perpetrated by family 
members, acquaintances, and coworkers. It turns out that the 
threat that you will be murdered by a stranger is relatively 
small compared to the threat that someone you know will 
murder you or that a stranger will kill you in an automobile 
accident. And you are more likely to die in a traffic accident in 
semiurban rural areas. 

By collecting relevant data about traffic fatalities and 
about the relationships of murderers and victims and then 
analyzing those data, the researchers came up with their 
counterintuitive findings. If you look at the study closely, 
you can examine the kinds of data collected, the means of 
collecting them, and the ways the data are analyzed and 
applied to the hypothesis—and then decide for yourself if the 
conclusions seem reasonable and valid. This transparency is a 
central element of the scientific method, which makes use of 
systematic procedures that can be checked and verified. & 


ociology, then, is not just a perspective and a discipline. 

It is also an activity that uses the framework of science to 

ask questions, gather data, and seek answers about the 

phenomena of the social world, including where we are 
most at risk of dying at the hands of a stranger (Babbie 2006; 
Neuman 2005). This activity of sociology can involve not only 
doing basic research, but also addressing practical problems 
and communicating with a broad public. 

To look at social science research critically and better under- 
stand its claims, however, we need to know something about 
the research process—the focus of this chapter. In particular, 
this chapter examines the elements of social scientific think- 
ing; explores the role of theory in research; sketches out the 
major data-gathering techniques; reviews various types of re- 
search; provides some critical questions to ask about any so- 
cial research study, such as the surprising findings discussed 
in this opening example; and concludes with a glimpse of how 
research methods are evolving in the twenty-first century. 

This chapter gives you some critical thinking tools so that 
you can become a more informed consumer of social science re- 
search. Reading this chapter might also be the first step you take 
toward conducting a research study of your own in the future. 


Way of Knowing 


As we saw in Chapter 1, for most of human history, people re- 
lied on religious doctrine to interpret both the natural and so- 
cial worlds. But as the explanatory power of science proved its 
usefulness, systematic investigation and evaluation of evidence 
supplanted religion as a way of learning about the natural, 
or physical, world. Many of us still turn to religion for spiri- 


tual guidance, but nearly all of us rely on meteorologists for a 
weather forecast, medical doctors for health care, and a host of 
scientists and engineers for everything from repairs to our cars 
and computers to safe bridges and clean water. 

For insights into the social world, we turn today to social sci- 
entists. They examine such social phenomena as homelessness, 
health care, violence against women, public opinion, trends in 
crime, hiring discrimination, and images of masculinity and 
femininity in the media and in society. Much of the work so- 
ciologists do is basic research, the primary goal of which is to 
describe some aspect of society and advance our understanding of 
it. Some work is applied research, the primary goal of which is 
to directly address some problem or need. 

Academics typically conduct basic research and publish 
their findings in journals and books addressed to a scholarly au- 
dience. Applied research often takes place outside academia— 
in social service agencies, businesses, nonprofits, and social 
change groups, for example—and its results tend to be distrib- 
uted within the organizations commissioning the study. Each 
day educators, government officials, business managers, social 
service providers, health care workers, urban planners, and 
others rely on the findings of social science research to do their 
jobs. (See the Sociology Matters box on page 34 for an example 
of one type of applied research.) 

Public sociology is the effort to bring the findings of both 
basic and applied sociological research to a broader nonacademic 
audience. Sociologists often use the mass media in this effort, 
writing magazine articles or blogs or contributing op-ed col- 
ummns to newspapers (Burawoy et al. 2004). 

Social science research may not provide us with all the an- 
swers we would like, but it can illuminate aspects of society 
that would otherwise remain unnoticed, and it can help us to 
avoid common pitfalls in everyday thinking. 


The Limits of Everyday 
Thinking 


Growing up, many children are taught to believe in the exis- 
tence of Santa Claus, a mysterious but jovial character who de- 
livers gifts to good boys and girls during the Christmas holiday. 
For many of those who celebrate Christmas, Santa plays a cen- 
tral role in the holiday festivities. At some point in childhood, 
however, believers in Santa have to face the harsh reality that 
their understanding of this particular part of the social world 
has been tragically flawed. How could Santa have seemed so 
real? And how did they go so wrong in sizing up the situation? 

These tough lessons of childhood can teach something about 
the common pitfalls of everyday thinking and the usefulness of 
scientific investigation. Let’s take a look at the series of errors 
children make in evaluating the truth of the Santa story, errors 
that we adults need to guard against in our everyday thinking: 


= Unquestioned trust in authorities. A child who believes 
in Santa relies on the truth claims of authority figures— 
parents and other adults. Although we adults are not naive 
enough to believe everything we are told, the claims of 
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SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Participatory Action Research: 
Media Coverage of Domestic Violence 


~ — eaders of the Rhode Island Coalition against Domestic Vio- community intervention” (Rhode Island Coalition against Domes- 
__ lence had long been frustrated by the way the local press tic Violence 2000, 5-4). 
covered their issue, especially domestic murders, which were As part of the research project, the Rhode Island Coalition 
_»-s often featured prominently in the local news. Even reporters also conducted a series of conversations with two key groups: 
with good intentions often wrote stories that helped perpetuate local news reporters, to learn how reporters understand their 
what coalition leaders saw as destructive myths about domes- responsibilities and goals; and survivors of domestic violence, to 
tic violence, including the notion that it is caused by substance gather their recommendations about how reporters should cover 
abuse, that perpetrators are simply “out of control,” and that domestic violence stories. 
domestic violence is just a private family problem. From their Once all the research was complete, Ryan and the Rhode 
many years of working with survivors of this type of violence, Island Coalition developed an action strategy based on its key 
coalition leaders knew that the larger story behind domestic findings. The strategy had two main components. First, Ryan and 
violence tended to be invisible in the news. They felt that if they the coalition produced Domestic Violence: A Handbook for Journal- 
had a better understanding of how reporters gathered their in- ists and distributed it to reporters throughout the state (Rhode 
formation, they could work with local journalists to improve their Island Coalition against Domestic Violence 2000). The handbook 
coverage and draw attention to the need for better resources to provides a wide range of resources, including background in- 
combat domestic violence. formation, statistical data on domestic violence, a summary of 
The coalition partnered with sociologist Charlotte Ryan to Ryan’s study, and recommendations from survivors of domestic 
develop a study that used participatory action research, a form of violence. In addition, it gives tips on how to cover domestic vio- 
applied research, to address this problem. In this type of research, lence, identifies “best practices” for crime reporters, and directs 
community members and sociologists work together to identify the them to reliable news sources about this issue. Second, the 
key research questions and design the research project—and some- Rhode Island Coalition began training survivors and advocates 
times even to carry out the research. about how reporters work so that they could become more effec- 
Ryan began by examining local newspaper coverage of twelve tive news sources when communicating with them. 
domestic violence murders in Rhode Island between 1996 and As a result of this collaborative research project, the Rhode Is- 
1999. In her analysis of eighty-eight articles, Ryan found that the land Coalition is now one of the principal sources for reporters in 
reporters’ sources played a key role in shaping the story. Neigh- covering cases of domestic violence in the state. In addition, news 
bors and on-the-scene witnesses generally emphasized the trag- coverage has changed in ways that reflect the coalition’s emphasis 
edy of the particular event. Police sources focused on the details on understanding domestic violence as a social problem, not just a 
of the crime. Only the few reporters who turned to experts in private tragedy. 


domestic violence—including shelter providers, public health 


workers, and advocates—included information linking the mur- th in k about it 
ders to domestic violence and the need for community resources 


to deal with it. Ryan concluded: “With a few notable exceptions, 1. Have you read stories about issues related to domestic violence in 
the media reinforced the perception that domestic violence mur- your local newspaper? If so, has the coverage focused on domestic 
ders are isolated family tragedies and did not challenge common violence as a private issue or a social problem? 
myths about domestic violence. In doing so, reporters missed 2. What might be some of the strengths and weaknesses of 
“ opportunities to broaden the public’s understanding of domestic participatory action research? 
& violence, its warning signs and possibilities for prevention and 
£ 
<= 
“ 0ST NTIS €. 
oO 
vo 
nw 
ov 
in4 
e 
om some authorities can be persuasive. Blindly believing an m= Unquestioned acceptance of “common sense.” Children 
= “authoritative” person or institution (including social sci- inhabit a world in which Santa’s existence is reinforced by 
5 entists!), however, is never a good idea. Intentionally or other believers—their peers. In such a world, the existence 
~ 5 . 
x not, authority figures can be—and often are—wrong. To of Santa may seem to be common sense since so many 
z obtain the most accurate understanding of the world pos- others share the belief. But history is full of false ideas that 
2 sible, we have to be skeptical about knowledge claims based were considered common sense by many people in their 
solely on someone’s status as an authority. time, such as the idea that the world was flat. Common 
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knowledge claims need to be considered with a question- 
ing mind. 

m Unquestioned acceptance of traditional beliefs. Santa 
has long been a part of U.S. culture, providing further 
evidence to a child that he must be real. What else would 
account for all those Santa decorations, greeting cards, 
and television specials? Ideas that have withstood the test 
of time deserve our attention. But beware: just because a 
belief has been around for a long time doesn’t make it true. 
As with our approach to authorities, we need to temper our 
respect for tradition with a healthy skepticism that de- 
mands knowledge claims be backed by evidence. 


§ Generalizations based on personal experience. Some 
children have the ultimate evidence: personal experience. 
They have seen, heard, touched, and even talked to Santa at 
the local mall. After all, “Seeing is believing.” Well, maybe 
not. In some cases, personal experience can be very useful, 
but relying on it can also be misleading. We may misun- 
derstand or misinterpret an experience. Or our experiences 
may not be typical; we may overgeneralize from them. We 
need broader sources of evidence, especially when we are 
talking about the social world. 


= Reliance on selective observation. Using selective ob- 
servation, anyone can find evidence that might appear 
to confirm the existence of Santa. For example, the milk 
and cookies left for Santa disappear. A more accurate 
picture of the world requires us to remain open minded, 
however, willing to take seriously evidence that contra- 
dicts our initial inclinations and to consider alternative 
explanations for the evidence we have. In other words, 
we must gather and evaluate evidence systematically 
to increase the chances that we will reach an accurate 
conclusion. 


m Biased observation and interpretation. One final bar- 
rier to clear thinking about Santa may be bias: a child has 
a vested interest in believing the story. Who wants to mess 
with a legend that delivers such generous benefits? In as- 
sessing what someone believes, it is helpful to keep in mind 
the potential interests that this person has in promoting 
certain ideas. By itself, a person’s bias is not a reason to 
reject a claim, but if someone benefits substantially from 
interpreting evidence one way or another, we certainly 
should pay especially close attention to how he or she has 
gathered and explained the evidence. 


Our Santa example may seem trivial, but the problems it 
illustrates are serious. When adults reach conclusions based 
solely on a belief in authority, common sense, tradition, per- 
sonal experience, or selective observation—or when they al- 
low their personal bias to influence their conclusions—they are 
likely to wind up with a distorted and inaccurate picture of the 
world. Acting on the basis of such misjudgments can be disas- 
trous for people, public policy, and societies. People can avoid 
these mistakes by using an approach to knowledge based on 
social scientific principles, which we discuss next. 
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"|'m feeling a bit cynical this year.Just bring me cash." 
© www.cartoonstock.com 


A belief in Santa Claus can be lucrative for children, but it involves 
some common errors in everyday thinking. 


The Elements of Social 
Science Research 


Four key elements distinguish social science research: identify- 
ing and understanding patterns in social life, gathering empiri- 
cal evidence, explaining how the evidence was collected and 
analyzed, and viewing the resulting research claims as provi- 
sional knowledge. 


PATTERNS IN SOCIAL LIFE Social science fo- 


cuses on the patterns in social life—identifiable, repeating 
patterns in human thought and action. Of course, each hu- 
man being makes independent decisions, and as a result an 
individual’s behavior is not entirely predictable. On the other 
hand, social life is not merely a chaotic series of random events. 
Research shows that there ave recurring patterns to human 
perception, behavior, and experience. Social science research 
largely consists of identifying and understanding these pat- 
terns in social life. 

For example, social science research can tell us the prob- 
ability that certain categories of people will or will not vote. 
Table 2.1 provides some data from the U.S. Census Bureau 
on the percentage of U.S. citizens aged eighteen years or older 
who said they voted in the 2008 election. 

Do you see the pattern? The older the age group, the more 
likely its members were to vote. Although there is a slight drop 
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Understanding the Research Process 


CHAPTER 2 


< VOTING IN THE 2008 ELECTION, 


TABLE21 by ace 

Age (years) Percentage Who Voted 
18-24 48.5 

25-34 57-0 

35-44 62.8 

45-54 67.4 

55-64 71.5 

65-74 72.4 

75+ 67.8 

All ages 63.6 


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, No- 
vember 2008. 


in turnout for those aged seventy-five or older, the overall pat- 
tern is clear. 

Social scientists use a variety of techniques to describe and 
measure the patterns in social life. Some of these efforts in- 
volve the use of sophisticated statistical techniques. But even 
a straightforward analysis of the simplest data, such as that 
presented in Table 2.1, can provide us with insight about the 
social world. 


EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE To describe patterns in 
social life, sociologists depend on gathering relevant empiri- 
cal evidence—evidence that can be observed or documented us- 
ing the human senses. Empirical evidence can be categorized 
broadly as quantitative or qualitative. Quantitative data 

are simply evidence that can be summarized numeri- 
cally. Quantitative data are presented in the 
form of variables, measures that can change 

(or vary) and thus have different values. 

Table 2.1 includes quantitative data with 

two variables—age and voting. The 

value for age varies depending on how 

many years a person has lived; the value 

for voting varies depending on whether 

or not a person said he or she voted. 

Variables are often categorized as 
independent or dependent. The inde- 
pendent variable is associated with and/ 
or causes change in the value of the dependent 
variable. The dependent variable changes in re- 
sponse to the independent variable. \n our example, 
age is the independent variable (because it is associated 
with the likelihood of voting), whereas voting is the dependent 
variable (because it varies with age). Thus our data show that 
people are more likely to vote as they get older; voting doesn’t 
make them grow old. 
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When the independent variable is associated with the change 
in value of the dependent variable, it is known as correlation, 
a relationship in which change in one variable is connected to 
change in another variable. But correlation is not the same as 
causation. Age is correlated with voting, but age doesn’t cause 
voting. Instead, age is associated with a variety of factors that 
influence the likelihood of voting, such as living in a commu- 
nity longer or having a sense that one’s vote counts. 

As a starting point for quantitative research, researchers of- 
ten pose a hypothesis, a statement about the relationship be- 
tween variables that is to be investigated. In addition to age, for 
example, we might hypothesize that the more education people 
have, the more likely they are to vote. Researchers would have 
to investigate this relationship to either confirm or reject the 
hypothesis. 

Qualitative data are any kind of evidence that is not numeri- 
cal in nature, including evidence gathered from interviews, direct 
observation, and written or visual documents. Whereas research- 
ers using quantitative data focus on measuring variables, those 
who use qualitative data usually focus on describing social pro- 
cesses. In presenting qualitative data, researchers often orga- 
nize their evidence around central themes that have emerged 
in their study and use direct quotations or vivid descriptions 
to illustrate their points. For example, to understand why a 
smaller percentage of people between the ages of 18 and 24 
tend to vote than do people in older age groups, you might 
interview segments of this population. A qualitative approach 
can provide valuable insights into the specific experiences and 
attitudes of this group. 

To take another example, one study used qualitative data as 
a tool to evaluate how clients are served by social service agen- 
cies. Researchers examined interviews with homeless men and 
women in Portland, Oregon, that focused on their experiences 
in shelters and soup kitchens and with other agencies (Hoff- 
man and Coffey 2008). One common theme in the interviews 

was the experience of being disrespected and treated like 
children by service providers. One thirty-seven- 
year-old woman noted that “they treat every- 
one the same... like they are in elementary 
school,” and a twenty-seven-year-old man 
said that he “tried the Salvation Army 
program they had up there but I had too 
much personal pride to be talked down 
to and to be treated like a child” (pp. 

213-14). 
Personal stories of this sort, as well 
as other types of qualitative data, allow 
researchers to see how people experience 
the social world and how they understand 
their own experiences. This kind of qualita- 
tive data can be extremely important, revealing 
complexities that statistical data cannot capture. 
In the study of homelessness, for example, the authors 
make a compelling case that these personal stories can “help us 
understand how experiencing a lack of respect and dignity may 
turn individuals away from services intended to help them” 
(Hoffman and Coffey 2008, 219), a key lesson in helping social 


=> When sociologists have conducted research 
among homeless men and women, they have 
helped local agencies to better understand the 
experiences and needs of their community’s 
homeless population and to implement more 
effective services. 


service agencies provide more effective and re- 
spectful services for the homeless. 

Usually a quantitative study allows a re- 
searcher to gather information on many dif- 
ferent cases but provides a limited amount of 
information on each case. In contrast, quali- 
tative studies provide a wealth of detail on a 
relatively small number of cases. Sometimes 
a sociologist will use a combination of quan- 
titative and qualitative data to get the best of 


both worlds. 


TRANSPARENCY OF METHODS 


Social science depends on transparency, the 

requirement that researchers explain how they 

collected and analyzed their evidence and how they reached their 
conclusions. Transparency allows others to “see” how the re- 
search was done by reading a description of the process used 
in the study. Readers, including scholars, can then critically 
assess the research and its findings and replicate the study if 
they wish. 


PROVISIONAL KNOWLEDGE Social science is 


based on provisional knowledge—the idea that all truth claims 
are tentative and open to revision if new evidence is discovered. 
According to this approach, we can never be 100 percent cer- 
tain about our understanding of social phenomena, but we can 
use systematic analyses to rule out certain claims and identify 
explanations that are probably true. 

The goal of social scientists is to reach tentative conclusions 
that they can act on, while remaining open to new insights that 
might be generated by more research. This skeptical attitude 
means that research findings remain subject to scrutiny and re- 
vision as more information becomes known. In this sense, so- 


cial science research is an ongoing process: new studies respond 
to and build on prior research. Table 2.2 provides a short sum- 
mary of the four key elements of social science research. 


The Special Challenges 
of Social Science 


Because social scientists study people and not the physical or 
natural world, they face a number of challenges that do not 
generally confront natural scientists: 


m Social researchers are unlikely to be able to control 
conditions. In a lab experiment a chemist can control the 
environment and manipulate a variable such as heat to 
study its impact on a chemical reaction. But for ethical, 
legal, and practical reasons, human beings cannot be ma- 
nipulated at will by a sociological researcher. For example, 
a sociologist can’t set up an experiment in which children 
are subject to varying levels of abuse to observe the effects. 


TABLE2.2 THE ELEMENTS OF SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH 


Identifying and understanding patterns Scientists seek to identify recurrent patterns in human thought and action. 


in social life 
Gathering empirical evidence 
senses. 


Using transparent methods 


Viewing knowledge as provisional 


Patterns are identified based on evidence that can be observed or documented using human 


Researchers need to disclose how they collect and analyze their evidence. 
Social science is based on the idea that truth claims are tentative and open to revision if new 
evidence is discovered. 
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Some sociologists conduct lab experiments on small group 
interactions but the vast majority of research on large scale 
social phenomenon takes place through the use of other 
methods, such as surveys and observation. 


Social life cannot be predicted with the certainty of 
natural laws. At sea level, raising the temperature of water 
to 212 degrees Fahrenheit causes it to boil. Assuming the 
conditions remain the same, the water responds exactly the 
same way every time the temperature increases. We can 
never be certain how different people will perceive, inter- 
pret, or react to a given situation, however. As a result, in 
social science there are always exceptions to any rule. We 
must talk in terms of rates of behavior, for example, or the 
probability of something happening. Still, as we have seen, 
sociologists can describe and explain the patterns of percep- 
tion, behavior, and experience that characterize social life 
and predict the /ikelihood that certain social phenomena 
will occur. 


Human beings are conscious of being studied, which 
may change their behavior. \n a classic example, re- 
searchers in the 1930s tested various ways to improve the 
productivity of workers at Western Electrics Hawthorne 
plant outside of Chicago (Roethlisberger 1939). No mat- 
ter what changes the researchers initiated—whether 

they increased or decreased the lighting or lengthened or 
shortened break times—they discovered that productivity 
went up. [hey concluded that the very fact that workers 
were being observed, rather than the particular changes 
being tested, contributed to higher productivity. The fact 
that human beings will react differently because they know 
they are in a study has since been referred to as the Haw- 
thorne effect. Although researchers have ways of dealing 


RESEARCH 


Sociological research produces provisional knowledge, which 
is always open to revision in response to social changes or 
new research findings. For example, Peterson and Berger 
(1975) made a compelling case that a highly concentrated 
music industry—with a handful of large companies dominating 
the production and distribution of music—leads to a lack 

of diversity in popular music. More than fifteen years later, 
however, sociologist Paul Lopes (1992) revisited the question 
of the relationship between concentration in the industry and 
diversity in popular music and found that musical innovation 
and variety does not necessarily decline in periods of market 
concentration. Instead, with large companies releasing 

music on many different labels, a new open system of music 
production emerged that allowed the major music producers 
to control the industry while still fostering musical innovation. 
Research on diversity in popular music continues. Sociologist 
Tim Dowd (2004) echoes Lopes's findings, indicating that 
decentralized production is the key to musical diversity, even 
when only a few large companies dominate the music industry. 


One of the ongoing challenges of sociological research is that 
those who participate in studies know they are being observed, 
which can alter their behavior or responses accordingly. 
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>) In the early twentieth century, more than 25,000 people worked 
at Western Electric’s Hawthorne Works Plant outside Chicago mak- 
ing telephones and phone switching systems. In the early 1930s, 
researchers seeking to enhance worker productivity found that no 
matter what various small changes in working conditions they made, 
productivity at the plant improved. They concluded that workers 
were responding not to the changed conditions but to being the 
focus of attention. 


with such behavior, the Hawthorne effect is a constant 


challenge. 


The important elements and special challenges of social sci- 
ence research are best seen by examining the actual work of 
research, a subject to which we now turn. 


Two key components, theory and data, act together in social 
science research. Theory helps us to identify key research ques- 
tions and to interpret the data that are collected. Data provide 
the evidence that can support existing theory, lead to changes 
in theory, contradict a theory, or result in the development of a 
new theory (Merton 1968a). In this section we explore the role 
of theory as well as the various types of research techniques 
used to collect data. 


The Roles of Theory 


Theory plays several vital roles in social research: (1) it can 
highlight key questions or issues; (2) it can help explain the 
data collected; and (3) it can help us see the connections be- 
tween phenomena that are not immediately apparent. 

To illustrate the roles theory plays in social science research, 
let’s consider a classic theory proposed by Arnold van Gennep 
(1909/1961) in the early twentieth century regarding rituals— 
repeated patterns of behavior performed at specific times, of- 
ten involving symbols. Recall that the functionalist approach 
suggests that if something exists in the social world for an ex- 
tended period of time it must be serving some social function. 
Van Gennep’s more specific theory was that the function of 
some rituals was to mark a change of social status; he called 
such rituals rites of passage. Van Gennep’s theory suggests that 
rites of passage help to encourage or reinforce certain behav- 
ior, afirm common ties through their use of cultural symbols, 
serve as a communal acknowledgment of the change of status, 
and provide an outlet for emotions related to the status change. 


HIGHLIGHTING KEY QUESTIONS A te 
searcher can use van Gennep’s theory about rites of passage to 
ask questions about the social world. What are the significant 
rites of passage today? How do these rituals mark changes in 
social status? The features that characterize rites of passage can 


be found in graduations, weddings, retirement parties, and 
funerals—each of which marks a significant change in status. 
High school graduation ceremonies mark the rite of passage 
from adolescence to young adulthood. They commemorate an 
accomplishment that society encourages and usually involve 
symbolic clothing such as robes, mortarboards, and tassels. 
These events also help channel the many mixed emotions—on 
the part of graduate and parents alike—that often accompany 
such a change in social status. 

Similarly, when a family member or friend dies we typically 
follow culturally specific rituals as we mourn and remember. 
Funerals acknowledge a change 
of status, provide an outlet 
for grieving and are laden 
with culturally significant 
symbolism, such as the 
color and types of cloth- 
ing mourners typically 
wear. Whatever the spe- 
cifics of the symbols in- 
volved, each rite of passage 
helps to mark a transition. 
Van Gennep’s theory alerts 
us to the significance of these 
rituals. 
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Functionalism suggests that 
long-lasting social phenomena 
serve a useful purpose for society, 
and van Gennep’s theory suggests 
several useful purposes for rituals. 
What rituals have been important 
in your life, and, in retrospect, what 
purposes did they serve? 


EXPLAINING COLLECTED DATA Theory can 
help to explain data that have been collected. When James 
Diego Vigil (1996) studied Chicano street gangs, he learned 
that a prospective gang member would routinely be attacked 
and beaten by several gang members at the same time. Vigil 
argued that this “street baptism” had the practical purpose of 
revealing a prospective member’s fighting skills. But it was also 
a symbolic ritual that helped to promote gang solidarity and 
establish an initiate’s new identity and status as a member of 
the gang. Understanding the theory associated with rites of 
passage helps make sense of this apparently odd behavior. 
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SEEING CONNECTIONS By moving beyond de- 


scription and analysis of specific phenomena to a more general 
or abstract level, theory can help us to see patterns and connec- 
tions between phenomena that are not immediately apparent. 
For example, through the theory of rituals as rites of passage 
we can see the common features of graduations, funerals, and 
“street baptisms.” With a little sociological imagination, you 
can begin to recognize rites of passage in a wide range of social 
settings and expand your insights into the various roles they 
play in social life. 


The Theory-Research 
Dynamic 


We've noted that theory helps us to interpret research and re- 
search helps us to build theory. To better understand this in- 
teractive relationship, let’s look at a hypothetical example from 
the world of sports. 

What makes a team successful? Of course, different levels 
of talent and experience are important, but some sports teams 
seem to perform better than expected, whereas other teams 
that are highly talented “on paper” don’t live up to expecta- 
tions. Emile Durkheim’s theory of social solidarity (see Chapter 
1) could provide a starting point for an investigation into this 
question. Durkheim proposed that any well-functioning social 
group is held together by shared values. So perhaps bonding is 
a key to team success. 

But does winning help bond the 
teammates to one another, or do 
they win because they are already 
bonded? Theory has helped us to 
identify a useful concept—social 
solidarity—and to develop two com- 
peting hypotheses about the relation- 
ship between solidarity and success 
in sports. To assess our hypotheses, 
we need to design a study that will 
begin to untangle the relationship 
between solidarity and success. Per- 
haps we could survey the members 
of various teams about their values 
and level of solidarity before a sea- 
son begins and again after the season 
concludes. Coupled with the team’s 
performance record, a survey would 
give us data to assess our competing 
hypotheses. 

We hope that our results will 
elaborate and clarify our theory, 
which will lead us (and perhaps 
other researchers) to conduct further 
research about the relationship be- 
tween success and solidarity in any 
number of organizations, including 
businesses, schools, or military units. 


One study will not provide a final about its effectiveness. 


HAVE 0-4 DRINKS WHEN 
THEY GO OUT PARTYING 
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4» Research has found that social norms marketing, 
as illustrated by this public service ad, has no signifi- 
cant impact on student behavior, raising questions 


answer to the broader theoretical question about success and 
solidarity, but each study will provide additional insight into 
this relationship. 

Different theoretical approaches may highlight different 
aspects of the same social relationship. For example, feminist 
theorists might suggest that we pay close attention to how gen- 
der dynamics might influence group solidarity on sports teams. 
Do girls or women bond differently on teams than do boys or 
men? What happens on co-ed teams? Considering a different 
theoretical approach can lead 
us to ask yet another set of 
research questions. 

Theory, then, suggests 
areas of possible research 
by highlighting key ques- 
tions, and it helps explain 
the data collected. In turn, 
we need data to assess the 
accuracy of theory. In 
some cases, research find- 
ings lend credence to theo- 
ries; in others, the data con- 
tradict the theory. Either way, 
we gain a better understanding of the social world when we 
consider theory and data together. 

One instance in which the data did not support the the- 
ory involved efforts to reduce heavy episodic drinking, also 
known as “binge drinking,” on col- 
lege campuses. To encourage stu- 
dents to drink moderately, about 
half of all four-year college campuses 
in the United States have adopted a 
program called “social norms mar- 
keting” in recent years. Researchers 
found that students usually over- 
estimate how much their peers drink, 
and therefore they often drink more 
in order to “keep up” with what they 
perceive to be the norm of the group. 
Instead of telling students what they 
should not do (“You shouldn’t binge 
drink!”), social norms marketing 
emphasizes the fact that most stu- 
dents don’t binge drink. Using flyers, 
posters, ads, and other venues, col- 
lege health officials let students know 
that, for example, “On this campus, 
80% of students have fewer than five 
drinks when they party.” By point- 
ing out that the norm on campus is 
not to binge drink, college officials— 
according to this theory—can per- 
suade more students to moderate 
their own drinking. However, when 
Wechsler and his associates (2003) 
gathered data from 118 college cam- 
puses over a four-year period to test 
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Symbolic interactionism 

focuses on how people use shared 
symbols and construct society 
through everyday interactions. If 
you were to use this perspective, 
how would you approach the 
question of the relationship 
between solidarity and 

success in sports? 
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this theory, they found that campuses using a social norms 
marketing approach had no significant reduction in student 
drinking. In this case, the data called into question the theory 
that underlay social norms marketing. 

There is no single correct way to gather evidence for a re- 
search study. Instead, sociologists use a variety of research 
methods, the procedures used by a researcher to collect and ana- 
lyze data. Generally they choose whatever method allows them 
to collect the most appropriate type of data needed to address 
the questions they are asking. Below we note briefly the most 
commonly used data collection techniques and illustrate their 
use with specific examples. 


Methods of Collecting Data 


The method that a researcher uses to collect data depends to 
a great degree on what sort of information he or she wants to 
know. Researchers who are interested in, say, what percentage 
of students at a particular school voted in the last presiden- 
tial election (quantitative data) might use surveys and perhaps 
analysis of existing sources, such as official poll results. Those 
researchers who wanted to know why the students voted the 
way they did (qualitative data), though, might be more likely 
to conduct interviews and use focus groups. Other topics 
might require the researcher to do field research or conduct 
experiments. 


SURVEY RESEARCH Probably the most commonly 


used technique in sociology is the survey, a data collection tech- 
nique that involves asking someone a series of questions. Surveys 
are popular in part because they are very versatile, are useful 
for a wide variety of issues, and effectively describe large popu- 
lations, if appropriate sampling techniques are used (Czaja and 
Blair 2004). 

Survey researchers can use different kinds of questions. 
Some survey questions are constructed in a closed-ended or 
fixed-response format, which means a respondent must choose 
from a given set of responses. For example, the Pew Research 
Center for the People and the Press (2010) gathers data regu- 
larly on which media outlets people in the United States turn 
to for news. The center's 2010 Media Consumption Survey 
asked more than 3,000 adults a series of questions about how 
frequently they watch specific television news programs. For 
each program, respondents were asked to select from four pos- 
sible responses: regularly, sometimes, hardly ever, or never. The 
advantage of closed-ended questions is that the researcher can 
easily code them for quantitative analysis. According to the 
Pew Center’s 2010 report on news media audiences, 18 percent 
of respondents watch CNN “regularly,” and 50 percent watch 
the local news “regularly.” 

However, if you have ever filled out a survey consisting of 
nothing but closed-ended questions, you might have noticed 
that sometimes the preselected answers didn’t fit what you re- 
ally wanted to say. Moreover, these types of answers may en- 
courage people to respond in ways that they might not have 
otherwise. To address such problems, some surveys include 
open-ended questions that do not provide predetermined re- 


sponse categories. The Pew Center’s media study also includes 
open-ended questions, such as “About how much time did you 
spend watching the news or any news programs on TV yes- 
terday?” This type of question allows respondents to give their 
own estimate—say, 25 minutes or 2 hours—rather than fit 
their response into a preexisting category. Other news surveys 
might ask people why they watch specific news programs. Such 
open-ended questions allow for a wider, and perhaps more ac- 
curate, range of responses. However, the wide array of answers 
can be time consuming to record and difficult to summarize 
and analyze. 

Researchers also need to pay careful attention to the way the 
questions in a survey are worded because even small variations 
in wording can influence results significantly. The following 
are just a few of the many problems that can arise when re- 
searchers write survey questions: 


@ Lack of clarity. An unclear question can produce inac- 
curate results. In one infamous example, the well-known 
Roper polling firm found that 22 percent of people in the 
United States believed it was possible that the Holocaust 
never happened, while another 12 percent said they weren't 
sure (Morin 1994). This startling finding was later revealed 
to be the result of a poorly worded question: “Does it seem 
possible or does it seem impossible to you that the Nazi ex- 
termination of the Jews never happened?” This awkwardly 
phrased question required a person affirming the existence 
of the Holocaust to agree with a double negative: that it 
was impossible it never happened. The percentage of people 
expressing doubt dropped to the single digits when the 
question was later rephrased to read, “Do you doubt that 
the Holocaust actually happened, or not?” 


= Different definitions. Validity refers to successfully mea- 


suring what you intend to measure. For example, one study 
found that when the Census Bureau asked about the hours 
that a person worked “last week,” most people thought 

the phrase referred to Monday through Friday. In fact, 

the question was supposed to include the weekend as well 
(Polivka and Rothgeb 1993). The researchers discovered 
that the wording of their question accidentally undermined 
its validity, since they were measuring something different 
than what they had intended. 


= Loaded language. Some “hot button” words and expres- 


sions have positive or negative connotations that can influ- 
ence a survey's results. One study (Rasinski 1989) found 
that only 23 percent of respondents said too little money 
was spent on “welfare,” but 63 percent said too little money 
was spent on “assistance to the poor”—essentially the same 
thing. Clearly, the word welfare had a negative connotation. 


m= Double-barreled questions. Each question should be about 


one topic only. Questions that cover more than one topic 
are called “double-barreled.” A question intended to mea- 
sure trust and widely used by pollsters for decades reads, 
“Generally speaking, would you say that most people can 
be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with 
people?” Researchers (Miller and Mitamura 2003) showed, 
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however, that this question is really double-barreled: it asks 
whether or not people can be trusted and whether or not 
you should be careful. It’s quite possible to trust people in 
general but still feel you should be careful in dealing with 
them. Trust and caution are not the same thing, and the 
question as originally worded conflates the two concepts. 


When you are considering the results from survey research, 
examine the questions to see if their wording might have influ- 
enced the results. 

When you interpret survey results, it is also important to 
know two factors. What is the population, the target group a 
researcher is interested in studying? And who participated in 
the survey? Researchers refer to this group as the sample, or 
part of the population that represents the whole. 

Depending on what is being studied, a population might 
be made up of individual people, institutions, newspaper ar- 
ticles, or a host of other things. Let’s say you want to study how 
students on your campus get news 
about current events. In this case, 
you would be interested in the entire 
student population on your campus. 
It would be virtually impossible for 
you to gather data on all the cases 
in that population—all the students 
who attend your college. Instead, to 
conduct high-quality research, you 
need a good sample that accurately 
represents the larger population you 
are studying. 

One way to obtain a high-quality 
sample is to choose it randomly. In 
a random sample, every element of 
the population has an equal chance of being chosen. To draw a 
random sample, you need a complete list of all the members 
of the population you want to study. Putting the names of all 
the students enrolled at your college in a (very large) hat and 
choosing some of the names would be a random sample, since 
every student from that population (your college) would have 
an equal chance of being chosen. 

Random samples of adequate size allow researchers to ac- 
curately generalize, or describe patterns of behavior of a larger 
population based on findings from a sample. Pollsters, for exam- 
ple, are able to make good predictions about the outcome of 
national elections in the United States by sampling only about 
1,200 people. Such polls are not perfect, but they give a close 
approximation of the views of the target population as a whole. 
(See the Sociology Works box.) 

For many research projects, however, it is not possible to 
gather a totally random sample. For your hypothetical study of 
how students on your campus get news about current events, 
you might decide to walk across campus and give your sur- 
vey to people you meet “at random.” This method will not 
yield a random sample of the students at your college, though, 
since your selections will be influenced by the area of cam- 
pus you choose, the time of day you go out, and so forth. In 
other words, every student at the college will ot have an equal 
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chance of being chosen. This method is called a convenience 
sample, a way of choosing study participants based simply on 
the fact that it is convenient for the researcher. In this case, 
because you do not know if your sample is representative of all 
students at the college, you cannot generalize your findings to 
the population of the campus as a whole. 

In between a random sample and a convenience sample 
is the guota sample, in which the researcher tries to achieve a 
generalizable sample by making sure various groups within the 
target population are present in representative proportions. The 
groups typically targeted in a quota sample are those that are 
relevant for the research question at hand and those that have 
proven to be significant in other research. For example, if you 
were studying whether or not students at your school were sat- 
isfied with their college experience, you would want your sam- 
ple to match key features of the student population as a whole, 
including gender and full- or part-time status. If 60 percent 
of the students at your college are women, and 25 percent of 
students attend part time, then your 
quota sample should match these 
characteristics. Even though a quota 
sample is not a true random sample, 
the more specific your quota system, 
the more confident you can be that 
the sample can be generalized to the 
larger population. 

There is one final critical fac- 
tor in using samples: research stud- 
ies should report how a sample was 
generated so that readers can make 
their own assessment of how well the 
sample represents the population as 
a whole. 


INTENSIVE INTERVIEWS AND FOCUS 


GROUPS An intensive interview (sometimes known as a 
“qualitative interview” or “in-depth interview”) is a data gath- 
ering technique that uses open-ended questions during somewhat 
lengthy face-to-face sessions. These interviews are semistruc- 
tured, with the interviewer usually using a combination of pre- 
planned questions along with follow-up and clarifying ques- 
tions that he or she improvises as the session progresses (Rubin 
and Rubin 2004). Intensive interviews produce more in-depth 
information from a respondent than a survey provides, but 
they are very time consuming to conduct. As a result, inten- 
sive interview studies generally include a far smaller number 
of respondents than surveys, commonly fewer than 100 par- 
ticipants, making it more difficult to generalize a researcher’s 
findings to larger populations. One way to expand the number 
of people involved is to interview them in a focus group, made 
up usually of six to twelve people (Stewart, Shamdasani, and 
Rook 2006). A moderator asks preplanned and follow-up ques- 
tions, encourages participation, and helps ensure that no one 
participant dominates the discussion. 

When sociologist Gayle Sulik (2007) set out to explore 
women’s experiences with breast cancer, she designed a study 
that used intensive interviews as the primary source of data. In 


Andrew Kohut and Public Opinion Research 


ave you ever wondered who comes up with the polling 

numbers about elections? One main source of election 

forecasting and other types of public opinion data is the 

Pew Research Center, a nonpartisan “fact tank” that pro- 
vides information on the issues, attitudes, and trends shaping 
the United States and the world. Since 2004 Andrew Kohut has 
been president of the center. For Kohut, the study of sociology 
paved the way for a career spent studying American attitudes 
and political opinions. His academic training in research methods 
as a sociology major prepared him for its wider application in the 
public sphere. 

Instead of conducting research as a university professor, 
Kohut worked at the Gallup Organization, one of the most pres- 
tigious polling firms in the country, where he was president for 
ten years. Kohut then founded several independent research 
companies that served as precursors to the Pew Research Cen- 
ter, an umbrella organization that is home to seven independent 
research groups that examine journalism, technology, religion, 
global attitudes, and social and demographic trends. 

Today, Kohut is a well-known commentator 
about American public opinion. He ap- 


countries. Conducting public 
opinion research on a global 
scale requires researchers to 
address a variety of challenges: 
translating their question- 
naires into local languages, 
conducting face-to-face in- 
terviews in some nations, and 
conducting interviews over 
both landlines and cell phones 
in others. 

As a longtime practitioner 
of survey research, Kohut 
knows that the ongoing chal- 
lenge is to produce “good 
reliable questioning, represen- 
tative sampling, high-quality 
interviewing and thorough 
analysis of the data.” In sum- 

ming up his ambitions for the projects he directs, 
Kohut notes: “Our greatest hope is to doa 


Andrew Kohut 


“Our greatest hope is 
to do a good job of informing 
the American public about 
the opinions and trends that 
are shaping their lives 
and the world.” 


pears regularly on radio and television 
and writes essays for the op-ed page of 
the New York Times. In founding the Pew 
Research Center, he established one of 
the most reputable sources of informa- 
tion on public opinion in the United 
States. The center’s final survey of likely 
voters in the 2008 presidential election, 


good job of informing the American public 
about the opinions and trends that are 
shaping their lives and the world—from 
politics to the media, to foreign policy, to 
the major social issues of our time. Our 
greatest challenge is to tell the story of 
public opinion fully and with nuance, and 
at the same time communicate it in a way 


released just two days before Election Day, 

gave Democratic candidate Barack Obama a 

52 to 46 percent lead over Republican candidate John McCain, a 
projection that was almost identical to the actual outcome—a 53 
to 46 percent edge for Obama in the popular vote. 

Kohut also directs the Pew Research Center’s Global Attitudes 
Project, which conducts public opinion surveys around the world 
on a wide range of subjects, from the attitudes of the Chinese 
about their country’s economy to the extent of anti-Semitism 
in Europe to global attitudes about free trade, health care, and 
the image of the United States. By 2009 the project’s survey 
team had completed more than 200,000 interviews in fifty-five 


that is understandable to our audiences” 
(Kohut n.d.). 


think about it 


1. Have you ever responded to a survey—by mail, phone, or online? 
What did you think of the experience? 

2. Do you think it is helpful to know the results of public opinion 
research about current events? Why, or why not? 

3. For what research project might you want to design your own 
short survey? 


her interviews with sixty breast cancer survivors, Sulik asked 
the women to provide their “illness narratives’—accounts of 
the initial diagnosis and how their experience with cancer had 
influenced their lives; descriptions of their relationships with 
family members, friends, and doctors; and stories of how they 
managed during the most difficult times. Sulik found that 
women experience breast cancer—especially the medical and 
emotional care they receive—in ways that reflect broad expec- 


tations about women’s role as caregivers. In particular, women 
with breast cancer were often remarkably selfless: they tended 
to be unwilling to ask for help and reluctant to accept help 
from others. They had to deal with their own fears and pain 
while trying to help their families cope with the disruption and 
fear surrounding the illness. The interview format allowed Su- 
lik to gather information that a closed-ended set of questions 
might not have revealed. 
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FIELD RESEARCH As the name suggests, field re- 
search (sometimes called ethnography or field work) is a data 
collection technique in which the researcher systematically observes 
some aspect of social life in its natural setting. In some cases, the 
researcher tries to remain separate from the activities he or she 
is studying. In other cases, the researcher engages in participant 
observation, a type of field research in which the researcher 
both observes and actively takes part in the 
setting or community being studied. Field 
researchers talk to the people they observe 
and develop detailed field notes about 
what they see and hear—notes that form 
the foundation of the researcher’s analy- 
sis (Schatzman and Strauss 1973). One of 
the key challenges for observational field 
researchers is gaining access to the set- 
ting and being accepted by those they are 
studying. 

As field researchers immerse themselves 
in the environment they are studying, they 
become aware of significant questions or 
issues that deserve closer attention. Mark 
Fishman worked as a newspaper reporter for seven months 
in his investigation of how news is made. In a now-classic 
study, Manufacturing the News, Fishman (1980) drew on his 
field notes from his participant observation as an apprentice 
reporter to explore how reporters’ daily routines—where they 
look for news and whom they talk to each day—defines the 
stories that become news. 

More recently, researchers conducting observational re- 
search at Euronews, a multilingual news channel that broad- 
casts throughout Europe (Baisnee and Marchetti 2006), found 
that the demands of producing twenty-four-hour news in seven 
different languages resulted in a kind of “sedentary journal- 
ism,” in which journalists produce most of the news without 
ever leaving their offices. Rather than cover a story on location, 
the reporters—responding to the norms of round-the-clock 
news—rely on phone interviews, online and archival research, 
and the use of video images shot by other journalists. 


EXISTING SOURCES Researchers frequently rely on 


existing sources, making use of available data and documents 
rather than collecting new data and evidence. A researcher who 
conducts secondary data analysis uses data previously collected 
by other researchers. Government and private agencies such 
as the U.S. Census Bureau, the National Opinion Research 
Center, and Statistics Canada maintain and continually up- 
date major data sets, which are made available to researchers 
wishing to address a variety of research questions. Since such 
ready-made data sets enable them to skip the time, cost, and 
effort of gathering original data, many researchers find them 
an attractive option. 

For example, one recent study of the dynamics of friendship 
that compared data from the 1985 and 2004 General Social 
Survey found that friendship networks in the United States 
are changing, with a growing proportion of U.S. adults now 


experiencing social isolation (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and 
Brashears 2006). Between 1985 and 2004, the size of people’s 
core discussion networks declined significantly. That is, U.S. 
adults had, on average, fewer confidants—people with whom 
they talked about personally important issues—in 2004 than 
they did in 1985. In fact, the number of people who reported 
that they have no confidants at all nearly tripled in the twenty 
years between the two surveys. The 2004 
data indicate that more than half of U.S. 
adults have no confidants outside of their 
family. Is this growth in social isolation 
the experience of a particular generation? 
How, if at all, do the new forms of online 
social networking help to create new kinds 
of friendship networks? These are questions 
future researchers will want to explore. 

Researchers can also analyze various 
other kinds of existing sources. Historical 
documents found in libraries and archives 
are essential to a researcher who is creating 
a social history. Similarly, mass media con- 
tent such as a TV reality series or a video 
game can be an important source of sociological information. 
Content analysis refers to a variety of techniques that enable 
researchers to systematically summarize and analyze the content 
of various forms of communication—written, spoken, or pictorial 
(Holsti 1968). 

One recent content analysis examined gender portrayals 
in the world of video games (Dill and Thill 2007). Draw- 
ing on a representative sample of images from the top-selling 
video game magazines—a total of 479 images of game char- 
acters from Electronic Gaming Monthly, PC Gamer, Game In- 
former, The Official Xbox Magazine, Computer Gaming World 
and GamePro—the authors found that gender stereotypes are 
rampant. Sixty percent of female characters were depicted in a 
sexually suggestive way; almost four in ten of the female char- 
acters appeared scantily clad. Less than one percent of male 
characters were depicted in this way. In addition, more than 
80 percent of male characters and more than 60 percent of 
female characters were portrayed as aggressive—engaged in 
combat, posing with weapons, wearing armor. Summarizing 
their findings, Dill and Thill note: “The vision of masculinity 
video game characters project is that men should be power- 
ful, dominant, and aggressive. The story video game characters 
tell about femininity is that women should be extreme physi- 
cal specimens, visions of beauty, objects of men’s heterosexual 
fantasies, and less important than men. An emerging trend, 
though, is that these sexy, curvaceously thin beauties are also 
now typically violent” (p. 861). In this study, content analysis 
gives researchers quantitative data on a popular culture trend 
that may have broader significance for our society. 


EXPERIMENTS An experiment is a data gathering 
technique in which the researcher manipulates an independent 
variable under controlled conditions to determine if change in an 
independent variable produces change in a dependent variable, 
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=>] A recent content analysis of popular video 
games revealed that they are full of gender ste- 
reotypes, with aggressive male characters and 
sexually suggestive female characters. But many 
of the female characters are both aggressive and 
sexualized, including the characters Skarlet and 
Mileena, from the Mortal Kombat series. What, 
if anything, do the results of this study suggest 
about contemporary attitudes about women, 
violence, and sexuality? 


thereby establishing a cause and effect relation- 
ship (Campbell and Stanley 1963). In an ex- 
periment a researcher compares two groups 
of subjects: a control group and a group that 
is exposed to some “stimulus” or “treatment.” 
Afterwards, the two groups are compared to 
evaluate the effects of the treatment. Since 
researchers need to control the experimental 
situation, experiments usually must take place 
in a laboratory setting, rather than in a natu- 
ral social setting. This requirement greatly limits the types of 
issues that sociologists can examine using experiments and is 
one of the reasons experimental research is relatively uncom- 
mon in sociology. Still, some sociologists have designed inno- 
vative studies that have taken advantage of the benefits of an 
experimental design in a real-world setting. 

For example, an experiment that sociologist Devah Pager 
(2007) designed to determine the impact of a criminal record 
on a person’s job opportunities made use of actual job inter- 
views with real-world employers. Pager hired and trained two 
pairs of testers—one pair was White and one pair was Af- 
rican American—and gave them identical backgrounds and 
resumes, except for one difference. In each pair, one of the 
testers was given a criminal record and the other was not. She 
sent the testers out to apply for a total of 350 jobs (the pair 
of African American testers applied for 200 jobs and the pair 
of white testers applied for 150 jobs) and waited to see who 
would be called back for a job interview. The study design was 
complex, but Pager made sure that the only difference within 
each pair of job applicants was the criminal record. The in- 
dependent variable in each pair, then, was a job applicant’s 
criminal record; the dependent variable was whether the ap- 
plicant would be invited for a job interview. Pager’s findings 
were stark but not unexpected: those applicants with a crimi- 
nal record were far less likely to get called back for a job inter- 
view than their counterparts with no criminal record. Pager’s 
more significant finding was that white job applicants with 
a criminal record were more likely to get a call back for an 
interview (17 percent) than were black job applicants with no 
criminal history (14 percent). And black job applicants with 
a criminal record received a call back only 5 percent of the 
time. The study’s rigorous experimental design applied in a 
real-world setting, rather than a laboratory, enhances the va- 
lidity of Pager’s research. 


Table 2.3 on p. 46 summarizes the most common data col- 
lection methods. 


Research Ethics 


Regardless of which data gathering techniques they use, sociolo- 
gists are expected to adhere to ethical standards in their research 
activities. Some standards apply to all types of researchers in the 
natural and social sciences, such as those forbidding the falsifica- 
tion of data or the misrepresentation of findings. All researchers 
are also expected to take active steps to help ensure the integrity 
of their work—for example, by disclosing all sources of funding 
for the research. But other ethical standards apply to the unique 
situations that arise when scientists study people. 

An important summary of ethical standards for social sci- 
ence research can be found in the professional “Code of Ethics” 
developed by the American Sociological Association (1999). 
The code states that the primary goal of ethical guidelines 
is “the welfare and protection of the individuals and groups 
with whom sociologists work”—in other words, to ensure that 
people involved in sociological studies are not harmed in any 
way. Studies that might be highly stressful or embarrassing, for 
example, are typically forbidden. 

Sociologists are also expected to protect the privacy of 
their research subjects. In studies providing anonymity, sub- 
jects remain “nameless” even to the researcher, such as when 
surveys are returned to a researcher without identifying in- 
formation. Anonymity is very difficult to achieve, however, 
since in most studies researchers know who the subjects are. 
It is more common for researchers to ensure confidentiality: 
the researcher knows each subject’s identity but will not make 
it available to the public in any way. Some studies simply re- 
port collective data—on opinions, behavior, or demographic 
characteristics—and never cite any single individual. A study 


youeasay sulog 


> 
wi 


Understanding the Research Process 


CHAPTER 2 


( TABLE 2.3 


MAJOR DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES 


Features 


Strengths 


Weaknesses 


Surveys 


Interviews 
and focus 
groups 


Field research 


Existing 
sources 


A series of questions is administered 
in writing (on paper, via Internet) or 
verbally (by telephone or in person). 


Open-ended questions and 
improvised follow-up questions are 
asked in relatively lengthy face-to- 
face interviews that are typically 
recorded for later analysis. 


Researchers work in natural settings 
observing social interactions and 
ongoing nature of social life. 


Quantitative data are reanalyzed 
or existing materials, such as media 
content or historical records, are 


Cost-effective way to get information 
on a wide range of issues. Results, 
especially from large random samples, 
can be generalized. 

Allows subjects the freedom to 
develop detailed responses in their 
own language; researchers can 
immediately ask follow-up questions. 


Less intrusive than direct questioning, 
resulting in more natural data. Goes 
beyond what people say to observing 
what they do. 


Convenient and cost-effective. Existing 
content not affected by researcher’s 
presence. 


Closed-response options can be 
limiting. Data are broad but often 
not particularly deep. 


Time and labor intensive. Data 
are rich and deep, but small, 
nonrandom sample limits 
generalizability. 


Very time and labor intensive. 
Data are rich and deep, but 
small, nonrandom sample limits 
generalizability. 


Data specific to the researcher’s 
question may not be available. 
No way to know what the people 


used. 


Researchers use controlled 
manipulation of social conditions to 
test hypothesis. 


Experiments 


Can isolate specific variable to study. 


who produced the content were 
thinking at the time. 


Typically limited to micro-level 
questions. Ethical considerations 
restrict their applicability. 


that quotes an individual may use a pseudonym or no name 
at all or may change some identifying details to ensure 
confidentiality. 

Perhaps the single most important ethical standard in re- 
search is the principle of informed consent, which means that 
subjects in any study must know about the nature of the research 
project, any potential benefits or risks that they may face, and that 
they have the right to stop participating at any time, for any rea- 
son. This broad principle goes a long way in protecting human 
subjects. Because some populations are considered unable to 
provide informed consent—including those under age eigh- 
teen and the mentally ill—special restrictions limit the sorts of 
research in which they can be involved. 

Any college or university that receives funding from the 
federal government for research involving people must comply 
with certain rules and regulations aimed at protecting the sub- 
jects of the research. One of the most important is that schools 
must have an Institutional Review Board (IRB) to review pro- 
posed research projects and ensure that they comply with ethi- 
cal standards, thus providing another layer of protection for 
research participants. 


The Research Process: 
A Student Example 


Perhaps the best way to appreciate all the steps in the research 
process (Figure 2.1) is to use as an example a project appropri- 
ate for a student in an introductory sociology class, like you. 


° 
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Even though this project is simpler in scope than the typical 
sociological study, the basic research process is the same: 


1. Choose and explore a general topic. A variety of factors, 
including personal interest, intellectual curiosity, the avail- 
ability of existing data, and political commitment, could 
influence the general topic you choose. Perhaps the data 
on age and voting presented earlier in this chapter piqued 
your interest, and you find you want to learn more about 
the behavior of young voters. After choosing young people 
and voting as your general topic, you explore the existing 
research to find out what is already known about the vot- 
ing behavior of this age group. You'll want to look at recent 
research on this topic so that you can begin to get a handle 
on the broader theories that help to explain voting attitudes 
and patterns among young people. 


2. Identify a specific research question. “Young people and 
voting” is too general a topic. You would need to narrow 
it down to a specific question of manageable size. For ex- 
ample, you may have noticed that many of your friends did 
not vote in the last presidential election. At the same time, 
in your research you may have read the theory that people 
who vote are also more likely to get involved in other kinds 
of civic activities. This connection between your own ob- 
servations and your knowledge of a specific theory might 
spark a question: What is the relationship between voting 
and volunteer service or charitable work? In posing this re- 
search question, you may decide to hypothesize a relation- 


Report the Choose and 

results explore a 
general 
topic 


Collect and 2 Identify a specific 
analyze data research question 
Consider ethical 3 Design the 
dimensions of research 
the research study 


AN FIGURE 2.1 | THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

The research process can be thought of as a cycle because existing 
research is part of the scholarly literature that researchers consult 
when they develop and design a new study. When findings from a 
new study are published, they become part of the research literature 
that future scholars will review as they develop their own research 
projects. 


ship between two variables: Young people who do service 
or charitable work are more likely to vote than are young 
people who do not do such work. This is the hypothesis 


you would now investigate. 


3. Design the research study and specify the data to be 
collected. You now have a question that you must translate 
into a concrete study. Given your limited resources and 
time (issues that plague all social researchers!), you decide 
a survey would be the most efficient way to collect the data 
you need. To create your survey, you must operationalize 
your terms, that is, specifically define the variables you are 
interested in studying. For example, what qualifies as ser- 
vice or charitable work? Helping family members? Charity 
work completed to fulfill a requirement for a course? Do 
respondents have to be engaged in such work now or can 
they have done it in the past? You must be clear about how 
you will measure these and all other variables in advance 
of your study. Once you've clarified your key terms, you'll 
need to create a questionnaire, the specific set of questions 
that you will ask each person you survey. 

At this stage, you must also devise your sampling 
strategy—that is, determine who will receive your survey. 
Since this is a small school project, you will likely have 
to limit your study to students on your own campus. The 
results of your survey, therefore, will not accurately reflect 


the voting behavior of all young people, which limits your 
ability to generalize your findings. Students on your cam- 
pus are likely to be different from students elsewhere and 
will certainly be different from young people who do not 
attend college. But even for your small study, you need to 
make sampling decisions: How many students will you 
select for the study? How will you choose them? In addi- 
tion, you will need to decide how you want to administer 
the survey—by mail, by phone, over the Internet, in face- 
to-face interviews, or any combination of these methods. 


4. Consider ethical dimensions of your research and, if 
necessary, get approval from your school’s Institutional 
Review Board, or IRB. You should be sensitive to any 
ethical issues your research raises. In addition, any research 
project involving people will likely have to be reviewed 
by your school’s IRB, which will want to make sure, for 
example, that you are not causing any harm and that all 
participants will provide informed consent. 


5. Collect, analyze, and interpret the data. Finally, you are 
ready to administer your survey. Afterwards, you must en- 
ter the resulting data in a computer using a software pack- 
age that will allow you to analyze this information. Your 
analysis of the data could range from simple summaries of 
the responses (for example, 42 percent of respondents voted 
in the last election) to comparisons between groups (for ex- 
ample, similarities and differences in the amount of char- 
ity work done by voters and nonvoters) or more complex 
analyses of the relationship between the variables. Once 
your data analysis is complete, you will need to summarize 
what you have found. The conclusions to be drawn from 
data are not self-evident, however; data must be interpreted 
in light of theoretical or substantive questions. How does 
your evidence apply to the question you raised originally? 
What have you learned about the relationship between vot- 
ing and service or charity work? Has your hypothesis been 
confirmed? Do your findings have any bearing on theories 


in this field? 


6. Report the results. The final step involves writing a report 
of the study. Adhering to the norm of transparency, you 
will identify your initial research question, explain the 
process of data collection, present the results, explain what 
you think these results tell you about your research ques- 
tion, and show how these results fit with previous research 
and theory on these issues. You might also decide to write a 
summary of your findings for a broader audience and pub- 
lish an article in your school’s newspaper. Perhaps another 
researcher will take your study into account when develop- 
ing his or her own related project, bringing the research 
process full circle. 


Even a simple school project such as this one reveals the 
complexity of doing research. At every step of the way, you 
must make decisions that balance the “ideal” project with real- 
ity: the limitations under which you are working. Social sci- 
entists face similar dilemmas all the time. They do not have 
unlimited staff, budgets, or time. As a result, research projects 
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always involve compromises. In the best research, though, so- 
cial scientists find creative ways to gather the data they need to 
address the question at hand adequately. This process involves 
both the precision of science and the ingenuity associated with 
any challenging endeavor. 

Now that you have a sense of the general research process, 
let’s take a look at different types of sociological research. 


Sociology is a “big tent” discipline that includes a diverse ar- 
ray of approaches to studying the social world. These research 
approaches can be categorized into three major types summa- 
rized in Table 2.4: positivist, interpretive, and critical social sci- 
ence (Benton 1977; Fletcher 1974; Guba and Lincoln 1994; 
Ritzer 1975). Because some of the assumptions of these per- 
spectives are mutually exclusive, different researchers tend to 
emphasize one approach over the other two. However, during 
their careers, many researchers use two or even all three ap- 
proaches, depending on the question at hand. Although they 
vary in some important ways, all three types of research share 
the basic elements of social science we discussed earlier: their 
practitioners search for patterns in social life, insist on empiri- 
cal evidence to support knowledge claims, demand transpar- 
ency in the methods used to gather and analyze data, and con- 
sider knowledge produced by research to be provisional. 

In the following sections, we review these three basic ap- 
proaches—especially with respect to their assumptions about 
the nature of the social world, their goals, and their view of the 
role of values in research. We use studies about class and eco- 
nomic inequality to illustrate each type of research. 


Positivist Social Science 


The most commonly used approach to sociological research is 
positivism—a term that dates back to Auguste Comte, as you 
may recall from Chapter 1. Positivist social science is an ap- 
proach that assumes that the social world, like the natural world, is 
characterized by laws that can be identified through research and 
used to predict and control human affairs (Hoover and Donovan 
2007). Researchers using the positivist approach usually look 
at quantitative data and use the language of variables in their 
analyses. Positivist social scientists strive for value-neutrality, 
removing any personal views from the research process. That is, 
positivists tend to argue that, with the exception of choosing a 
topic to study, science should not involve the researcher’s val- 
ues, beliefs, or opinions, and, ideally, social scientists should 
remain disinterested parties in the research they conduct. To 
positivist social scientists, a sociologist’s job is to study the so- 
cial world, not try to change it. 

One of many examples of positivist research is sociologist 
Miles Simpson’s (1990) examination of the relationship be- 
tween political democracy and economic inequality. Using 
existing data from sixty-two countries, Simpson tried to test 
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various theories about why some countries have greater eco- 
nomic inequality than others. Proponents of some economic 
theories argue that inequality increases in the early stages of a 
country’s economic development, peaks, and then decreases as 
the country becomes more developed. These theories explain 
inequality by focusing on economic processes. However, other 
theories suggest that greater income inequality is the result of 
greater inequality in the political system. Simpson’s examina- 
tion of the data lends support to the latter theory. He finds 
that more democracy in a society is associated with less in- 
come inequality. 


Interpretive Social Science 


If positivist social science tends to encourage distance between 
researcher and subject, interpretive social science does just the 
opposite. Those using this approach suggest that the study of 
social life cannot be limited to features that are external to in- 
dividuals, such as economic data. Instead, interpretive social 
science focuses on an understanding of the meaning that people 
ascribe to their social world. This focus on meaning makes inter- 
pretive social science fundamentally different from the natural 
sciences in the methods researchers use. In particular, interpre- 
tive researchers try to empathize with the people they study 
in order to understand the world from their perspective. This 
method requires close contact with the people in a study, an 
approach often traced to Max Weber, who argued for using 
verstehen—a German word that means “to understand”—in 
social research. 

Interpretive researchers usually use qualitative data, often 
in the form of the words and explanations given by the people 
they are studying. However, interpretive researchers are not in- 
terested simply in how individuals understand social life; they 
seek to uncover patterns in the ways people make meaning of 
their social worlds and then describe the form and content of 
such interpretive patterns. This work does not necessarily pro- 
mote social change, but often it can promote empathy and un- 
derstanding for the people being studied. 

Interpretive studies tend to deal directly with people’s val- 
ues, beliefs, and opinions because those are an integral part of 
the social world the researcher is studying. To adhere to the 
requirement of transparency, interpretive researchers often 
include a substantive discussion in their published research 
reports of their relationship with their research subjects. Inter- 
pretive researchers share the social science norm that their own 
personal values, feelings, and opinions should not distort their 
research findings. However, they also believe that their close 
connections with the people they are studying can enhance, 
rather than detract from, the accuracy of a study because their 
rapport with their subjects means there is less chance that they 
will misinterpret their findings. 

For example, in his pioneering study of a poor urban neigh- 
borhood, sociologist William Foote Whyte (1914-2000) spent 
three years living in “Cornerville” (later revealed to be Boston’s 
North End), spending much of his time with members of a 
gang of young men he called “the Nortons.” Whyte was par- 


TABLE2.4 THREE APPROACHES TO SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH 


Critical 


Structured by power imbalances 
that produce conflict and result in 
social change 


Better understand how society 
works to promote social change 


Scientific research inevitably 
involves a value position that 
researchers should make explicit; 


Positivist Interpretive 
Areas of All three are based on the search for patterns in social life, require empirical 
agreement evidence to support claims, demand transparency in the methods used to 
gather and analyze data, and consider knowledge produced by research 
to be provisional. 
Nature ofthe Composed of discrete elements Composed of evolving definitions of 
social world that interact in recurring patterns, reality formed in the context of human 
producing usually stable social interaction 
systems 
Goal of the Identify laws in social life to enable Better understand the meaning that 
research prediction and control the social world holds for others 
The role of Scientific research should be value- Scientific research should present 
values in free; researchers should pursue an accurate portrait of the people 
research objectivity by maintaining a detached _ being studied, including their values; 


distance from those being studied. 


studied. 


researchers can gain insight by 
building relationships with those being 


researchers should help promote 
positive social change. 


ticularly close with the gang’s leader, Doc, and the two men 
regularly discussed the community, the corner gang, even the 
best way to meet people from different sectors of Cornerville 
society. Whyte’s interpretive study, the now-classic Street Cor- 
ner Society (1943/1993), is full of lengthy quotes from Doc, 
who served as an invaluable neighborhood guide, a sounding 
board for Whyte’s still-developing understanding of the com- 
munity, and a critical reader of the early drafts of what became 
Whyte’s book. 


Critical Social Science 


Critical social science is research carried out explicitly to create 
knowledge that can be used to bring about social change. Criti- 
cal researchers do not focus solely on understanding society; 
rather, they are interested in understanding society in order to 
improve it in some way. A broad range of sociologists has fol- 
lowed in this tradition. Some invoke a famous line from Karl 
Marx (1845/1978, 145): “The philosophers have only inter- 
preted the world, in various ways; the point, 
however, is to change it.” 

Critical social science rejects the idea 
of value neutrality, for which the posi- 
tivists strive. For the critical researcher, 
value neutrality is neither possible nor de- 
sirable because all science incorporates some 
value position. Even advocating value neutral- 
ity is itself a value-laden position. Critical re- 
searchers say the issue is not whether values will be a 
part of their work but rather which values will inform research. 
Critical social science is usually associated broadly with values 


that encourage human freedom and social equality. As a result, 
this approach often addresses issues of power and inequality 
in society. The fact that critical researchers embrace such val- 
ues, they argue, does not undermine the credibility of their re- 
search. To the contrary, critical social science researchers want 
to better understand and reveal the dynamics of power in soci- 
ety in the hope of bringing about social change. If such efforts 
are to be successful, they must be based on an accurate picture 
of how society works. Thus, although values are at the core of 
this approach, critical social scientists seek to understand soci- 
ety as it is in order to help promote society as it might be. 

One critical social science study involved living wage cam- 
paigns, which try to ensure that the wages paid to workers are 
high enough to keep them and their families out of poverty. 
These efforts are usually local, and local economic conditions 
determine the specifics of each campaign. In the early years 
of this movement, an activist from the Los Angeles Living 
Wage Coalition turned to Robert Pollin, an economist, to 
assess the living wage proposal being considered in that city. 
Pollin teamed up with Stephanie Luce (1998), a 
sociologist specializing in labor markets, to 
» produce a study of the proposal. ‘Their goal 
i was to critically assess whether or not the 
proposal would help low-wage workers 
and not lead to job losses. As it turned 
' out, their study concluded that the living 
, wage ordinance would help low-wage workers 

and would not lead to job losses. The research- 

ers didn’t stop there, though. They presented their 
“~~ findings to the Los Angeles City Council and helped 
get the ordinance passed. The two researchers were 
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then approached by other living wage activists from around the 
country. Recognizing a need, they decided to produce a book 
that presented their own research on the issue and also exam- 
ined other existing work. 

These three approaches to social science research share some 
common ground while at the same time allowing for multiple 
approaches to a single issue, as we explore in the Through a 
Sociological Lens box on the following page). 


thinking ¢ 
How to Assess 
Research 


We can’t all be experts on research methodology, so it is help- 
ful to have some authorities who monitor the quality of the 
research for us. The scientific community does this monitor- 
ing through the peer-review process, a way in which scholars 
evaluate research manuscripts before they are published in order 
to ensure their quality. When a research article is submitted for 
publication to a peer-reviewed journal, the editors send the ar- 
ticle out to be reviewed anonymously by several other scholars 
in the field. These scholars provide the editors with their analy- 
sis of the strengths and weaknesses of the study. The article will 
be published only if the reviewers and the editors agree that the 
study is credible and worthy of consideration. The reviewers 
do not have to agree with the study’s findings; they just have 
to attest that the question being examined is significant, that 
the data collected are appropriate and adequate, and that the 
conclusions reached are warranted. University presses often use 
a similar process when publishing books. 

Although far from perfect, the peer-review process does pro- 
vide the reader with a certain level of confidence about the ba- 
sic competence of published research. Many research databases 
available through libraries allow you to limit your search to 
works that are published in peer-reviewed journals. You need 
not dismiss research and evidence published elsewhere, but you 
may want to give such work a more skeptical look since it has 
not been subjected to this rigorous review process. 

After having surveyed some of the basics of social research 
in this chapter, you too are now equipped to carry out your 
own review process of the research that you encounter in both 
scholarly and popular publications. The ability to think criti- 
cally about research findings is an important skill to develop 
that will be relevant to whatever field of study you pursue. 

To assess a social scientific study, be sure to ask at least these 
six questions: 
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1. What is the research question? This is a simple but fun- 
damentally important issue. Be sure the author has clearly 
identified the specific research question examined in the 
study. 


ae 


What is the theory informing the research? What con- 
cepts and perspectives is the researcher emphasizing in this 
study? What issues might be left out by relying on this 
theoretical approach? 


3. How are variables operationalized? When differ- 
ent research studies about the same topic reach different 
conclusions, it is often because of the way variables are 
defined and operationalized. One study may define “po- 
litical participation” as “whether or not someone has 
voted,” whereas another study may define it as “whether 
or not someone has done any of the following: voted, made 
a campaign contribution, worked on a campaign, joined a 
social movement organization, volunteered for a political 
cause, or taken part in a protest or demonstration.” Con- 
clusions about political participation in these two studies 
are likely to differ considerably because their authors have 
defined variables differently. When you read a study, be 
sure you understand what the authors mean by the vari- 
ables they use. 
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What is the sample? Research is almost always based on 

a sample of a larger population. Different ways of select- 
ing samples of the same population may lead to different 
results. When reading research, be sure you understand the 
sample on which the study is based. Is the study based on a 
single or a few cases, or on a larger sample? Was the sample 
chosen randomly? Understanding the dynamics of the 
sample can help you to understand the results of a study. 


5. What are the data? When reading research, be sure you 
understand what data have been assembled and analyzed. 
For example, is the research based on a survey that was de- 
signed specifically for this study? When and where did the 
researcher conduct observational fieldwork? What specific 
materials are the subjects of a content analysis? It is impor- 
tant to ask such questions when assessing how the author 
reached his or her conclusions. 


6. Are the conclusions justifiable? \n the final section of 
most studies, researchers usually interpret their data and 
explain the significance of the data for the question under 
consideration. Be sure you understand the claims the au- 
thors are making for their work and try to assess whether 
these claims are justifiable given the data presented in the 
report. 


Asking these questions can help you to think critically about 
knowledge claims and to be an informed consumer of social 
scientific research. 


THROUGH ASOCIOLOGICAL Lens 


Three Ways to Research the Influence 


of Political Advertisements 


e’ve all been exposed to the onslaught of political 
advertisements on television and radio at election 
time. In fact, it seems impossible to escape them. 
Moreover, these ads are driving up the costs of 
running for office. A voter might reasonably ask, “Just what 
is the influence of these political advertisements on elec- 
tions?” If we were to design a study, however, we would 
need to specify this deceptively simple research question 
more carefully. Different research approaches will suggest 
different research questions. Let’s think about how we 
might hypothetically study this issue using each of the three 
types of sociological research. 
Positivist: lf we were using this approach, we would tend 
to ask a question that explores cause and effect in quantifi- 
able terms: Does more campaign advertising on radio and 
television produce more victories in congressional elections? 
To answer this question, we would gather data from a siz- 
able sample of contested elections and measure both the 
amount of campaign advertising for each candidate (in 
number of minutes on the air or dollars spent on advertis- 
ing) and the percentage of total votes each candidate received. 
We would evaluate whether, in fact, candidates who ran more 
campaign ads were more successful than their counterparts with 
fewer campaign ads. We would also gather data on other aspects 
of these campaigns, such as major political endorsements and 
whether one of the candidates is an incumbent running for re- 
election, in an effort to rule out other explanations for the varia- 
tion. This process is called “controlling” for other variables. 
Interpretive: lf we took this approach in our study, we would 
look closely at voter behavior, asking a question that gets at their 
decision-making process: How do voters use campaign advertise- 
ments in deciding on which candidate to support? Rather than 
looking at the outcome of elections, this study would focus on 
the meanings that voters attach to political ads. How do people 
assess the information in these ads? Do they compare the claims 
of political ads with what they read in the news or what they 
know from discussing the election with friends? How do voters 
respond to the various advertising strategies—including nega- 
tive ads directed at a candidate’s opponent, policy-oriented ads, 
and ads meant to improve the candidate’s image? Do campaign 
ads motivate people to vote or induce them to stay home? In 
this study we would examine the influence of political advertise- 
ments from the perspective of voters, focusing on how people 
make sense of this form of political communication. 


Critical: In taking a critical approach, we'd want to ask a ques- 
tion about the relationship between advertisements and the 
money that pays for them: Do campaign advertisements reflect the 
interests of major campaign contributors? Our study would focus 
on the way political campaigns are financed and the potential 
relationship between political fundraising and the candidates’ 
policy agenda. Do ads promote the issues that special interest 
contributors support? Are they silent on controversial issues for 
which major contributors are often criticized? Who benefits from 
the vast spending by political campaigns on radio and television 
ads? As researchers we might emphasize how the findings could 
contribute to a change in the role of money in politics. 

As you can see, researchers working within the three research 
approaches may start with the same general topic area, but their 
approaches will lead them to ask very different kinds of questions 
about political advertising. You may find that each of these stud- 
ies would be useful, but the stark differences in approach suggest 
how and why social scientists from different research paradigms 
often reach a variety of conclusions. 


think about it 


1. Which of these hypothetical research projects do you find most 
compelling? 

2. Which study would help you to best understand what you define 
as key questions about political advertising? 
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CHANGING TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIAL RESEARCH 


.E.B. Du Bois (1899/1996) spent more than a year 

conducting his house-to-house survey of African 

Americans in Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward in 1896 

and 1897. Around the same time, Emile Durkheim 
(1897/1951) and his research assistant examined the records 
of 26,000 suicides to determine each person’s age, sex, and 
marital and parental status. In both cases, the authors com- 
pleted all their data analysis by hand, painstakingly classify- 
ing and calculating everything manually. 

Since Du Bois and Durkheim completed their studies, 
technological changes have helped to transform society, and 
social research is no exception. The classical thinkers de- 
pended mostly on written, qualitative accounts of social life. 
Early sociologists who collected and analyzed quantitative 
data had to rely on painstaking hand calculations to present 
basic statistical information. After World War II, however, 
academics quickly adopted the first computers to help them 
record, store, retrieve, and analyze data. These efforts were 
primitive by today’s standards. Often researchers had to 
transfer hand-recorded data to punch cards—thin cardboard 
stock about the size of a business envelope on which data 
was recorded by punching holes with a special machine. The 
computer then processed large stacks of these cards, ag- 
gregating the data and making them available for statistical 
analysis. ' 

Even these early computers allowed the social researchers 
to record and manipulate unprecedented amounts of data. 
However, the data had to be quantitative. As increasingly 
powerful computers became available, along with advances 
in statistical analysis, a quantitative revolution took place in 
the social sciences. By the 1960s, much of the best-known 
and most prestigious research being published in sociology 
journals used sophisticated quantitative data and statistical 
techniques that depended on the use of computers. As re- 
searchers began to use personal computers throughout the 
1980s and 1990s, software packages that can store and ana- 
lyze quantitative data, such as SPSS (Statistical Package for 


the Social Sciences), became a common tool even for those 
with modest budgets. 2 

Another revolution came about once computers and 
software programs that could process qualitative data be- 
came available. Since the introduction of the tape recorder, 
qualitative researchers have been able to record interviews, 
but they then had to transcribe the information for analysis 
in a laborious process. By the late 1980s, however, computer 
capacities had expanded so much that it became feasible to 
store and analyze this qualitative data on computers. The 
data still had to be transcribed onto a computer, but a new 
generation of software packages allowed researchers to 
code their transcripts so that they could instantly retrieve 
relevant portions later on. Still more advanced computers 
and software gave researchers the ability to code digital im- 
ages and sound recordings, as well. Each of these advances 
has led to new developments in qualitative methods in the 
social sciences. 

Today, computer technologies support almost every 
form of social research. Researchers use computer-assisted 
telephone interviewing systems to conduct surveys. A caller 
reads a prepared script from a computer screen and records 
respondents’ answers directly onto the computer with 
specially designed software. Increasingly, researchers and 
polling organizations are using the Internet to collect data 
through online surveys. Existing data sets—especially collec- 
tions of survey data on a wide range of topics about people’s 
beliefs and behaviors—are available on the Internet, making 
them more accessible than ever. Because of the digital revo- 
lution, newspapers, magazines, and other forms of media 
are all available online, making it easier than ever to conduct 
content analyses of these cultural artifacts. Interviews are 
now likely to be stored on digital recording devices, which 
can be easily downloaded onto computers, a cell phone, or 
an iPad. 

As sociologists look for new avenues of research in the 
twenty-first century, they are certain to take advantage of 


today’s lower-cost video cameras and recording devices, no interviews to be transcribed automatically will greatly reduce 


doubt leading to an increase in multimedia research projects. | the amount of labor for qualitative researchers. As tech- 
With more academic journals available on the Internet, re- nologies continue to develop and become more powerful, 
search reports are beginning to include sound, photographs, researchers will continue to find ways to put them to use as 
and video along with the written word. More advanced they investigate the social world. 


voice-recognition software that allows digitally recorded 


THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 
ABOUT... 


The Research Process 


Sociology is an-activity that uses the framework of science to ask questions, gather data, 
and seek answers about the phenomena of the social world. 


™ There are four key elements of social science research: (1) identifying and understanding 
patterns in social life; (2) gathering empirical evidence; (3) explaining how the evidence 
was collected and analyzed; and (4) viewing research claims as provisional knowledge, 
subject to revision. 


Theory and data act together in social science research. Theory helps us to identify key 
research questions and to interpret the data that are collected. Data provide the evidence 
that can support existing theory, lead to changes in theory, contradict a theory, or result 
in the development of a new theory. 


Sociology includes a diverse array of approaches to studying the social world. These 
research approaches can be categorized into three major types: positivist, interpretive, and 
critical social science. 


™ Given that we are not all experts on research methodology, it is helpful to have some 
authorities who monitor the quality of the research, which the scientific community 
accomplishes through the peer-review process. The ability to think critically about 
research findings is an important skill to develop that is relevant in a variety of 
professional fields. 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


~ Looking Back 


ip 


Conclusions based solely on a belief in authority, common 
sense, tradition, personal experience, or selective observation 
risk being inaccurate. 


. In addition to being a perspective and a discipline, sociology 


is an activity that involves basic research aimed at a scholarly 
audience, applied research often directed to some problem or 
need, as well as public sociology that tries to communicate 
the findings of both basic and applied research to a general 
nonacademic audience. 


. Social science research seeks to investigate patterns in social 


life systematically through the collection of empirical evi- 
dence. In doing their research, social scientists are commit- 
ted to making their methods transparent, and they recog- 
nize that their truth claims are provisional. 


Social science presents special challenges since the subjects 
being studied—people—are conscious of being studied and 
may change their behavior in response. In addition, it is 
difficult to control social life for experimentation or make 
predictions with certainty because different people can per- 
ceive, interpret, and react to a situation differently. 


. Research involves both theory and data. Theory helps us to 


define research projects and interpret the data we collect. 
Data provide the evidence that helps us to evaluate and 
build theory. 


6. 


10. 


Lis 


Research methods are the techniques researchers use to sys- 
tematically collect and analyze data about the social world. 
The major methods of data collection are surveys, intensive 
interviews, field research, and experiments. Some research is 
based on secondary analysis of already-collected data. 


Especially because people are involved, social scientists must 
adhere to basic research ethics that protect subjects from any 
harm caused by a study. 


Sociological research generally follows a series of steps that 
includes exploring a general topic, identifying a specific 
research question, designing a study, considering the ethical 
dimensions of the study, collecting and analyzing data, and 
reporting results. 


The three approaches to sociological research—positivist, 
interpretive, and critical—each carry distinct assumptions 
about the nature of social reality, the goals of research, and 
the role of values in research. 


Knowledge of research methods helps us to critically evalu- 
ate sociological research. 


Rapidly changing technology in the past few decades has 
enabled researchers to collect and analyze ever-increasing 
amounts of data. 


” Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


1. A friend who is a senior in high school tells you, “I’m not 


going to college. It doesn’t make any sense to start off life by 
taking on all that debt. I saw some financial expert on TV 
saying you're better off today skipping college and starting 

a job right away. Look at my uncle; he never went to college 
and he manages a hotel and does well. Besides, if I don’t go 
to college I won't have to study for SATs, figure out financial 
aid, or fill out those applications.” Has your friend commit- 
ted any of the errors in everyday thinking described in this 
chapter? Which ones? Explain. 


Sometimes two research studies come to different conclu- 
sions about the same question. Knowing what you now 
know about the research process, identify three factors that 
might explain why two studies of the same issue lead to 
varying conclusions. 


Suppose you have agreed to participate in a study of how 
college students meet potential romantic partners. Would 
you rather fill out a survey on this topic or participate in an 
intensive interview? Why? From the perspective of someone 


participating in a study, what are the advantages and dis- 
advantages of each of these data gathering techniques? 


Identify a specific research question having to do with a 
topic of interest to students at your school. Your question 
might involve, for example, their satisfaction with their 
educational experience, their future career plans, their use 
of media, or their favorite classes. Create a short, eight- to 
twelve-item questionnaire designed to help you better un- 
derstand that topic. Remember, all the questions should be 
related to your specific research topic. Make sure to include 
both closed-ended and open-ended questions. You'll need 
to be careful and creative as you consider how to ask ques- 
tions about your topic. Be as clear as you can in writing the 
questions and choosing the appropriate response Categories 
for the closed-ended questions. Now give the questionnaire 
to three students and ask them to fill it out. When they are 
done, ask them if they were confused by any of the ques- 
tions or if they have any other feedback on the question- 
naire. Have the respondents brought up issues you didn’t 


anticipate? How would you revise your questionnaire based 
on their feedback? 


5. Advertisements frequently refer to research to demonstrate 
that a product is popular or effective or recommended by 
experts. Choose a popular magazine and look through the 
ads for any research-based claims (for example, “Studies 
show .. .”). When you have found one, evaluate the claim 


Ss Key Terms 


applied research (p. 33) the primary goal of this type of research 
is to directly address some social problem or need. 

basic research (p. 33) the primary goal of this type of research 
is to describe some aspect of society and advance our under- 
standing of it. 

content analysis (p. 44) a variety of techniques that enable 
researchers to systematically summarize and analyze the con- 
tent of various forms of communication—written, spoken, or 
pictorial. 

correlation (p. 36) a relationship in which change in one vari- 
able is connected to change in another variable. 

critical social science (p. 49) research carried out explicitly to cre- 
ate knowledge that can be used to bring about social change. 

dependent variable (p. 36) the entity that changes in response 
to the independent variable. 

empirical evidence (p. 36) data that can be observed or docu- 
mented using the human senses. 

experiment (p. 44) a data gathering technique in which the 
researcher manipulates an independent variable under con- 
trolled conditions to determine if change in an independent 
variable produces change in a dependent variable, thereby 
establishing a cause-and-effect relationship. 

field research (p. 44) a data collection technique in which the 
researcher systematically observes some aspect of social life in 
its natural setting. 

generalize (p. 42) the ability to describe patterns of behavior of a 
larger population based on findings from a sample. 

Hawthorne effect (p. 38) the fact that human beings will react 
differently because they know they are in a study. 

hypothesis (p. 36) a statement about the relationship between 
variables that is to be investigated. 

independent variable (p. 36) the entity that is associated with 
and/or causes change in the value of the dependent variable. 

informed consent (p. 46) the principle that subjects in any study 
must know about the nature of the research project, any po- 
tential benefits or risks that they may face, and that they have 
the right to stop participating at any time, for any reason. 

intensive interview (p. 42) a data gathering technique that uses 
open-ended questions during somewhat lengthy face-to-face 
sessions. 


from a social science perspective. Are data presented to back 
up any claims? What kind of sample, if any, was used? Is the 
sample representative of a larger population? Do you agree 
with the conclusion about the research that the advertise- 
ment offers? Can you even evaluate the claim, given the 
limited information in the ad? 


interpretive social science (p. 48) an approach that focuses on 
understanding the meaning that people ascribe to their social 
world. 

operationalize (p. 47) to define the variables you are interested 
in studying. 

peer-review process (p. 50) a way in which scholars evaluate 
research manuscripts before they are published in order to 
ensure their quality. 

positivist social science (p. 48) an approach that assumes that 
the social world, like the natural world, is characterized by 
laws that can be identified through research and used to pre- 
dict and control human affairs. 

public sociology (p. 33) the effort to bring the findings of both 
basic and applied sociological research to a broader non- 
academic audience. 

qualitative data (p. 36) any kind of evidence that is not numeri- 
cal in nature, including evidence gathered from interviews, 
direct observation, and written or visual documents. 

quantitative data (p. 36) evidence that can be summarized 
numerically. 

random sample (p. 42) a sample in which every element of the 
population has an equal chance of being chosen. 

research methods (p. 41) the procedures used by a researcher to 
collect and analyze data. 

sample (p. 42) part of the population a researcher is studying 
that represents the whole. 

secondary data analysis (p. 44) a type of research using data 
previously collected by other researchers. 

survey (p. 41) a data collection technique that involves asking 
someone a series of questions. 

transparency (p. 37) the requirement that researchers explain 
how they collected and analyzed their evidence and how they 
reached their conclusions. 

value-neutrality (p. 48) the goal of removing any personal views 
from the research process; part of positivist social science. 

variables (p. 36) measures that can change (or vary) and thus 
have different values. 
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CHAPTER 3 


hen writer John Wray visited his cousin, an aid worker among the Amazonian Shuar 


community in a part of Ecuador accessible only by canoe or small plane, he was greeted as an 
honored guest. His hosts in the village of Pampansa invited Wray to the home of a local community 
leader, where they would share a bowl of chicha, an alcoholic beverage traditionally offered as a 
friendly greeting to visitors (Wray 2010). — 

While Wray was honored by the warm welcome and knew that his hosts were offering him a 
traditional drink as a gesture of friendship, he reports that he would “have given almost anything to 
escape.” That’s because in Pampansa, women prepare chicha by chewing on fermented yucca root 
and spitting into a large barrel, where the beverage accumulates before being transferred into a 
ceramic bowl for drinking. 

After Wray’s cousin Martin downed his bowlful of chicha, which their hosts described proudly as 
the best in the region, a newly refilled bowl was placed in front of Wray, who paused, wondering how 
he had ended up in this situation. After all, a year earlier he had visited Martin in a neighboring village 
and had managed to take only a sip of ceremonial chicha. This time, Wray found the chicha’s odor 
overpowering, likening the smell to “an old man’s false teeth.” Now, out of respect for his hosts, he 
was faced with guzzling the entire bowl. 

In search of a way forward in this unfamiliar—and, for Wray, very unappetizing—situation, 


Wray recalled something that made the idea of drinking chicha more familiar and eased his sense 
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of anxiety. He thought of all the times he had tasted someone 
else’s saliva: “hadn’t | tasted spit countless times before? 
What was chicha drinking, after all, but French kissing once 
removed?” With the inspiration of this familiar activity in 
mind, Wray quietly gulped down his portion of chicha, paying 
respect to his host’s generosity. 


hat we drink and eat, and how we prepare our food, is 

a familiar—and often vivid—illustration of how cul- 

ture works. When we are part of a culture, our way 

of life seems natural, and we take it as a given; we 
are like fish in water. However, a cultural practice taken for 
granted by insiders (such as Shuar) may appear to outside ob- 
servers (such as Wray) as interesting, odd, curious, disturbing, 
or even threatening. 

This chapter explores the central role of culture in social 
life and its pervasive influence on who we are as human be- 
ings. It considers some of the opportunities and challenges 
posed by our contemporary world, as people of many differ- 
ent cultures interact with increasing frequency and cultural 
diversity becomes a fact of daily life. As we gain a better un- 
derstanding of the meaning of culture, we are able not only to 
analyze its impact on our own lives but also to prepare for a 
lifetime of interactions with people from cultures other than 
our own. 


Culture is one of sociology’s core concepts. Indeed it is an es- 
sential part of the very definition of society—a group of people 
who live together in a specific territory and share a culture. Many 
people associate the word culture with museums and sympho- 
nies, a connection that is understandable because one defini- 
tion of the term does involve the “cultivation” of the mind by 
studying the “best” a society has to offer. In the West, culture 
in this sense generally refers to such attributes as education and 
refinement in the arts and such artifacts as great works of liter- 
ature and classical music. For sociologists and anthropologists, 
however, culture has a much broader, more inclusive meaning. 
Culture is the collection of values, beliefs, knowledge, norms, 
language, behaviors, and material objects shared by a people and 
socially transmitted from generation to generation. Sometimes 
culture is simply referred to as a way of life. 

Culture must be learned; it is not biologically based. In fact, 
we can think of culture as all aspects of society that are trans- 
mitted socially, rather than biologically. That you may be tall 
is a biological reality. That you use your height to advantage 
when you play basketball is a result of cultural influences. 

Culture operates at multiple levels, from everyday actions 
by individuals (micro level), to the norms that operate within 
an organization such as a school or business (meso level), to 
the beliefs and practices associated with very large groups of 
people, including entire societies (macro level). At each level, 
the elements of culture influence how people live. 


At any level, culture can serve as a source of both consen- 
sus and conflict in society. Regardless of the size of a particu- 
lar group, its culture serves as a common ground connecting 
group members to one another. As we see later in this chapter, 
however, cultural differences can also contribute to tension and 
cause clashes among groups within a society and between dif- 
ferent societies. 


of Culture 


Cultures consist of both material and nonmaterial elements. 
Material culture refers to the physical objects produced by people 
in a particular culture, including tools, clothing, toys, works of 
art, and housing. Nonmaterial culture refers to the ideas of 
a culture, including values and beliefs, accumulated knowledge 
about how to understand and navigate the world, and standards 
or “norms” about appropriate behavior. Nonmaterial culture ex- 
ists in the world of thoughts and ideas; by contrast, material 
culture is physically real—it can be observed or touched. Col- 
lectively, the ideas and practices of a culture make up an entire 
way of life, affecting how people eat, work, love, think, wor- 
ship, dress, learn, play, and live. 

Because material objects can have symbolic (nonmaterial) 
meaning, the material and nonmaterial aspects of culture are 
often interconnected. For example, at the heart of many reli- 
gions are sacred texts, such as Judaism’s Torah, Christianity’s 
Bible, and Islam’s Qur’an (or Koran). These writings relate the 
central beliefs of each faith, thus comprising an essential part 
of the faith’s nonmaterial culture. At the same time, the books 
themselves are often considered sacred as physical objects, to be 
treated with great respect as a part of the material culture. The 
books (Bibles, Qur’ans) are physical objects (material culture), 
but they also have symbolic (nonmaterial) significance. Thus 
Islamic detainees at the infamous Guantanamo Bay detention 
facility have alleged that U.S. interrogators exerted psychologi- 
cal pressure on them by desecrating the Qur'an, stepping on it 
and even putting it in a toilet, actions that are a grave violation 
of Islamic cultural norms (Lewis 2005). 

Let’s consider how the various aspects of culture work to- 
gether by looking at a much less serious topic: the everyday ac- 
tivity of grooming hair. Most people put at least some thought 
into what their hair looks like. Whether unkempt or coolly 
styled, our hair often expresses who we are. Hairstyles also 
reflect cultural values; we learn what is considered attractive 
and what meaning different hairstyles convey. We may think 
we are making purely individual statements when we style our 
hair, but in fact, as the photographs on page 60 show, we are 
likely to be influenced heavily by the ideas and practices of our 
culture. 

Often, we are so familiar with our own culture that we have 
a hard time recognizing its various elements or their signifi- 
cance. If we take a sociological perspective, however, we can 
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=>) Cultures develop different 
ideas about what constitutes 

a desirable appearance. These 
seem perfectly “normal” from 
the perspective of those inside a 
culture but can seem odd from the 
outside. Which hairstyles appear 
strange to you? Are there appear- 
ance norms in your culture that 
might seem unusual to outsiders? 


see the often hidden ways that cultural ideas and practices help 
to define our identities and our relationship to various commu- 
nities. The elements of culture—to which we now turn—are 
summarized in Table 3.1. 


Culture in Our Heads: 
Values, Beliefs, Knowledge, 
and Norms 


Let’s look more closely at the ideas of culture—the particular 
values, beliefs, knowledge, and norms that lend a culture its 
unique character. Together, they shape how people think, be- 
have, and view their world. 


VALUES: WHAT IS DESIRABLE? A value is a 
deeply held principle or standard that people use to make judg- 
ments about the world, especially in deciding what is desirable or 
worthwhile. For example, U.S. culture is highly individualistic. 
‘That is, people in the United States generally value individual 
freedom and autonomy above collective responsibility and 
commitment to community (Bellah et al. 2007). In contrast, 
some cultures place much more value on family well-being or 
some broader collective good than on individual achievement. 
The Japanese, for instance, emphasize group solidarity and loy- 
alty, and this kind of collective orientation shapes ideas about 
what it means to be successful (Hofstede 1980; Silver 2002). 
China, too, has had a strong collective tradition, but recent 


TABLE3.1 ELEMENTS OF CULTURE 


Values: Deeply held principles or standards by which people 
make judgments about the world, especially in terms of 
what is desirable or worthwhile (for example, wealth equals 
success, family is important) 


Beliefs: Convictions or opinions that people accept as true 
(for example, my coun is good, God exists, the gods aD 


Knowledge: Information, awareness, and understanding that 
helps people navigate the world (for example, language, 
mathematics, sociological insight) 


Norms: Rules and expectations for “appropriate” behavior (for 
example, how to dress, what standards ) hygiene to maintain) 


Behaviors: The pclions secocited with a group that help to 
reproduce a distinct way of life (for example “appropriate” 
sexual practices, the pursuit of formal education) 


Objects and artifacts: The physical items that are created and 
associated with a culture (for example, food, clothing, music) 


symbols: Anything— a sound. a gesture, an image, an object 
that represents something else (for example, a handshake, a 
corporate logo) 


Language: An elaborate system Ge Gree that allows. people 
to communicate with one another in complex ways (for 
example, English, Spanish, Chinese, American Sign Language) 
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a FIGURE 3.1 | RATES OF TAXATION AND POVERTY RATES AMONG INDUSTRIALIZED COUNTRIES 


Cultural values are often reflected in public policy, such as taxation. This graph compares poverty rates (the 
percentage of the population living in poverty, defined as those in households earning less than half the median 
household income) with taxation rates (as measured by tax revenues as a percentage of gross domestic product, 
or GDP, which represents the value of all the goods and services produced in a country) for most of the world’s 
industrialized economies. In general, the lower the tax rate, the higher the poverty rate. The United States, with 
among the lowest tax rates, has one of the highest poverty rates. In contrast, Denmark, with nearly double the 
tax rate of the United States, has the lowest poverty rate. What might account for the apparent, significant differ- 
ences in Danish and U.S. cultural attitudes toward taxation and poverty? Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation 


and Development Factbook 2010. 


research shows its values in the twenty-first century to be shift- 
ing. The Chinese now have a more favorable view of competi- 
tion than do the Japanese and even, according to the World 
Values Survey, than do people in the United States (Marsh 
2009; World Values Survey 2005-2008). 

Values can translate into public policy. For example, the 
relatively low rate of taxation in the United States reflects 
more than an aversion to taxes; it reflects popular support for 
the principle of small government (though major social pro- 
grams such as Medicare and Social Security have widespread 
support). However, the relatively low tax rates in the United 
States also correlate with a relatively high rate of poverty. In 
contrast, in most other industrialized nations, individualism is 
less valued, tax rates are much higher, and the poverty rate is 
far lower. Figure 3.1 shows the relationship between tax rates 
and poverty rates for thirty industrialized countries. 

The link between cultural values and public policy can 
sometimes have dramatic—even deadly—consequences, as il- 
lustrated by the recent experience of Niger, a poor African 
country beset by periodic food shortages. Niger has long relied 


on a culture of generosity based on Muslim traditions of char- 
ity and communal support to provide for the poor during these 
shortages (Timberg 2005). Building on this tradition, the gov- 
ernment had made a policy of keeping the price of basic food 
items affordable to help ensure their widespread availability. 
In recent years, however, Niger, like many other develop- 
ing nations, has absorbed Western cultural values emphasiz- 
ing individualism and deregulated free markets. This cultural 
change was partly a response to requirements by international 
institutions, such as the World Bank, that governments elimi- 
nate price controls and other market interventions in order to 
qualify for loans. In Niger, the government abandoned its com- 
mitment to price controls. At the same time, the traditional 
commitment to charity weakened. As Malan Hassane, a lo- 
cal religious leader, commented at the time, “There is nothing 
like generosity now. Selfishness is gaining ground” (Timberg 
2005). When the country suffered a food shortage in 2005, 
this shift in values from an emphasis on collective responsi- 
bility and mutual aid to an emphasis on individual economic 
success in competitive markets proved disastrous for Niger’s 
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poor. Without price controls and without the support of tra- 
ditional charity, many could not afford even the most basic 
foods. Facing widespread starvation, the country had to call on 
international aid organizations for help. 

Sociologists are often reluctant to label the major values of 
a given society because they do not want to imply that values 
are unchanging or universal. The most widely cited sociologi- 
cal description of American values appears in the classic book 
American Society: A Sociological Interpretation by Robin Wil- 
liams (1970). Williams identified fifteen basic value orienta- 
tions as central to post-World War II society in the United 
States: 


Achievement and success Freedom 


Activity and work Conformity 
Moral orientation Science and secular rationality 
Humanitarian mores Nationalism-patriotism 
Efficiency and practicality | Democracy 
Progress Individual personality 


Racism and related 
group-superiority 


Material comfort 


Equality 


Williams described these value orientations as tendencies 
and suggested a series of questions to help understand their 
depth and meaning. For each value on his lis-—and, we would 
add, for each value you would include in an updated, twenty- 
first century list of American values—Williams (1970, 453) 
would ask a series of questions: “Is it actually an impor- 
tant value in American society? How do we know 
whether it is or not? Where does it stand in re- 
lation to other values? [W ]hat groups or sub- 
cultures are the main bearers of the value, 
and what groups or subcultures are indif- 
ferent or opposed?” Finally, Williams 
asks how do the various value systems 
“work towards or against the integra- 
tion of the culture as a whole?” 

In contrast to Williams, contempo- 
rary American sociologists have rarely 
sought to articulate a list of major Amer- 
ican values, but they continue to ask ver- 
sions of Williams’s probing questions about 
the sociological significance of values. Sum- 
marizing recent research on values, sociologist 
Robert Wuthnow (2008) recognizes that they explain 
only partially individuals’ choices, but he notes that “the in- 
fluence of values on behavior remained evident in study af- 
ter study; people with conservative values voted Republican, 
people with religious values attended religious services, peo- 
ple with altruistic values did volunteer work, and so on” (p. 
337). In addition, values change over time, especially during 
times of broad social change. For example, we may ask how, 


if at all, changes in contemporary society, including global- 
ization and the development of new technologies, are influ- 
encing our basic values (Gecas 2008). 

Although values vary a great deal from culture to culture, 
research shows that certain values are common across cultures. 
A series of studies in dozens of countries over two decades by 
Shalom Schwartz and his colleagues (Davidov et al. 2008; 
Schwartz 1992, 1994) has identified ten distinct values that 
are widely shared and generally understood to have a similar 
meaning across cultures (Schwartz et al. 2001): 


Power Universalism (appreciation of 
Achievement and concern for all humanity) 
Hedonism (the seeking of Benevolence (generosity and 
personal pleasure) compassion) 
Tradition 


Stimulation (the seeking of 
excitement and personal 


challenge) 


Conformity (the desire to 


blend in) 


Self-direction Security 


Of course, the relative importance of each value on this list 
differs from culture to culture, and the values do not always co- 
exist easily. It may be difficult, for example, to value power and 
benevolence or security and stimulation equally. Thus different 
cultures prioritize values differently, and these differences can 
be a major source of conflict between cultures. For example, 
theocratic societies such as Iran or Saudi Arabia, which are 
ruled or dominated by religious authorities, value tradition 

and conformity. They often dislike what they perceive 

to be the values of secular Western democracies, 
such as self-direction, stimulation, and relative 
hedonism as exemplified by popular notions 
of “rugged individualism,” the widespread 
promotion of consumption, and the prev- 
alence of sexualized media content. 

‘That some people place a higher pri- 
ority on one set of values over another 
can also be a source of conflict within 
a particular society. Sociologist James 
Davison Hunter (1991, 1994) has argued 

that the United States is in the midst of 
an ongoing culture war, an intense dis- 
agreement about core values and moral posi- 
tions. According to Hunter, the fault lines of 
this conflict are readily apparent in venues such as 

the family, schools, and the arts. For example, debates 
about same-sex marriage are fundamentally conflicts over the 
definition of marriage and family. In schools, debates about 
how to teach American history and sex education are part of 
broader conflicts about patriotism and sexuality. The arts have 
long been an arena in which the values of free expression and 
respect for tradition clash. In 2010, for example, the National 
Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C., removed a video from 
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thinking abouteylture 
What are the value priorities of the community in which you were raised? In Chapter 16 we 


explore political culture in the United States, paying attention to the culturally specific 
norms and practices in the realm of politics. 


a MAP 3.1 | THE 2008 ELECTION: RED AND BLUE OR PURPLE? 

The map on the left (A) shows the results of the 2008 presidential election by state; John McCain won the red states and 
Barack Obama won the blue states. The map on the right (B) represents the results of the 2008 election by county and uses 
red, blue, and shades of purple to indicate percentages of voters for each candidate. Source: Newman (2008). 
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an exhibit of work on sexual differences after a Catholic or- 
ganization complained that the video’s depiction of a crucifix 
covered with ants was “hate speech” (Trescott 2010). In all 
such cases, debates can become extraordinarily heated because 
they are rooted in profound differences in values, and these 
differences often arouse intense reactions. This culture war is 
waged primarily at the level of ideas, but occasionally it erupts 
into acts of violence. For example, gays and lesbians have been 
targeted for harassment and assault and, in a few cases, ex- 
tremist antiabortion activists have killed doctors who perform 
abortions. 

Are the differences in how various groups prioritize values 
in the United States so profound, however, that they truly war- 
rant the label culture war? This question has been the subject 
of much debate among sociologists and other scholars (see, for 
example, Fiorina 2011; Hunter and Wolfe 2006; McConkey 
2001; Thomson 2010). Certainly you will find people with 
different positions on just about any current social or political 
issue—from gay marriage and immigration policy to health 
care reform and the war on terrorism—depending on the val- 
ues they think are most important. Though people differ in 
the values they consider most essential, however, they are not 
necessarily intolerant of other views. Some scholars argue that 
it is the political elites—politicians seeking to mobilize voters 
and raise money and political commentators trying to attract 
audiences and sell books—who highlight differences in values 


Which of these maps do you think is a better representation of the election? What do these maps suggest about 
how divided the political culture really is in the United States? Did the media’s coverage of the 2010 election 
suggest a country that was more like the map on the left or the right? 


and encourage polarization and extremism. Ordinary citi- 
zens are actually far more ambivalent about their own views 
and more tolerant of others (Baker 2005; Fiorina 2011; Koch 
and Steelman 2009). 

Journalists who use the familiar shorthand “red state” and 
“blue state” to describe differences between conservative and 
liberal regions of the United States encourage the notion of a 
culture war. Identifying each state as simply red or blue im- 
plies that each state is fundamentally conservative or liberal 
and that the two types of states have little in common with 
each other. In reality, however, each state includes communi- 
ties with differing views and values that reflect varying degrees 
of conservatism and liberalism. A map reflecting the complex- 
ity of value preferences in the United States would consist of 
various shades of purple, rather than stark reds and blues (see 
Map 3.1). 


BELIEFS: WHAT IS TRUE? Whereas a culture’s 
values are usually a set of broad principles, its beliefs are the 
specific convictions or opinions that its people generally accept as 
being true. Our cultural beliefs encourage us to understand 
fundamental issues in the world in a particular way. Is democ- 
racy the best form of government? Should marriage be based 
on love, or is it primarily an economic arrangement? What 
constitutes “success” in life? Is violence justifiable in pursuing 
an important goal? Are all people created equal? Does God 


thinking aboutcy|[ture 


Why is religion more important in some societies than in others? How does religious 
culture vary? In Chapter 12 we look more closely at the role of religion in society. 
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an FIGURE 3.2 | THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN A NATION’S WEALTH AND THE IMPORTANCE OF RELIGION 


TO ITS PEOPLE 


Poorer countries tend to be more religious, whereas wealthier countries tend to be less so. The United States is an exception 
to this trend, however. Although it is a very wealthy nation, it is far more religious than its comparative wealth would suggest. 
More than 80 percent of respondents to this survey said religion was important to them, far higher than in the other wealthy 


countries in the survey. Source: Pew Global Attitudes Project (2008). 


exist? The way people answer these questions depends, in part, 
on their cultural beliefs. What people believe is, in turn, deeply 
influenced by the culture of which they are a part. 

Belief in a god and concern for religion are widespread but 
more so in some societies than in others. In general, the impor- 
tance of religion in a culture declines as people become more 
educated and affluent. As Figure 3.2 shows, however, there is 
one major exception to this trend: the United States. In a sur- 
vey of people in twenty-three countries, 82 percent of people in 
the United States said religion was “important” in their lives, 
about double the figure for Britain (42 percent), Japan (41 per- 
cent), and France (37 percent) (Pew Global Attitudes Project 
2008). Such a relatively high level of religiosity helps to explain 
why debates about abortion, stem cell research, teaching evo- 
lution, and gay rights are often more vocal and intense in the 
United States than in many other industrialized societies. A 
higher percentage of people in the United States tend to believe 
in God than in other developed countries, and these religious 
beliefs influence political debates. 

In poor countries, though, religion plays an even more im- 
portant role in people’s lives than it does in the United States. 
An overwhelming percentage of respondents said religion was 
“important” in their lives in countries such as Indonesia (99 
percent), Tanzania (99 percent), Pakistan (98 percent), and Ni- 


geria (97 percent). Beliefs about God and the importance of 
religion are central to the culture of these societies. 


KNOWLEDGE: HOW DOI GET THINGS DONE? 


In the context of culture, knowledge is the range of informa- 
tion, awareness, and understanding that helps us navigate our 
world. Sociologists sometimes refer to such knowledge as cul- 
tural capital, an idea we explore in more detail in Chapter 9, 
where we consider class-based cultures. People often take for 
granted the knowledge they have internalized about their own 
culture. They learn how to speak, read, and write the language; 
how to dress appropriately for work; and how to behave prop- 
erly in different situations. To navigate U.S. culture, for ex- 
ample, you have very likely learned how to read a map, how to 
use a credit card, how to apply to college, how to select items 
and pay for them in a supermarket, how to practice safe sex, 
and how to drive a car. In short, you have learned about the 
sorts of behavior that are rewarded and necessary for success 
in this culture. 

Culture shock is the experience of being disoriented because of 
a lack of knowledge about an unfamiliar social situation. You are 
most likely to experience culture shock when you are traveling 
outside of your own country, as John Wray did in the Shuar 
community in our opening example. In describing a research 


trip to Kenya, Rachael Irwin (2007) told of her anxiety about 
riding in a matatus—a minibus typically filled well beyond ca- 
pacity with people and sometimes goats, driving at “breakneck 
speeds” on poorly maintained roads. Culture shock can also 
occur within your own country. When someone raised in a 
small town visits a big city for the first time, or when a person 
who is not religious spends time in the home of a devoutly reli- 
gious family, the visitor may suddenly feel out of place. 
Cultural knowledge is essential for survival. People from 
the United States who are traveling in Australia had better 
know that motorists in that society drive on the left side of 
the road—otherwise, they are in for an abrupt case of culture 
shock! Of course, most cultural knowledge is subtler, involving 
how to act in order to get something done. When you entered 
college, you probably had to learn about what makes the cul- 
ture of higher education different from that of high school. 


NORMS: WHAT IS APPROPRIATE? Norms 


are a culture's rules and expectations for “appropriate” behavior. 
(Behavior that violates the norms of a culture is often labeled 
as deviant, a topic we explore in Chapter 8.) In a sense, norms 
serve as a bridge between a culture’s ideas and its practices 
since they suggest which practices are appropriate. Norms can 
tell people what they should do as well as what they should not 
do. However, norms are not fixed or rigid. For example, smok- 
ing in public places—once a practice taken for granted in our 
culture—now increasingly violates informal norms and local 
laws. People are now expected (or required) to buckle their seat 
belts when they are driving or riding in an automobile. As re- 
cently as the 1960s, however, many automobiles did not even 
have seat belts. 

As society changes, culture evolves to address new situ- 
ations. Nowhere is this process more apparent today than in 
cyberspace. Norms for those who participate in its various 
venues—sometimes referred to as “netiquette’—developed 
rapidly, contributing to an emergent culture among Internet us- 
ers. Different parts of the Internet each have their own norms. 
E-mail users learn to use “bcc” (blind carbon copy) when they 
send out a group email so that they do not reveal the email 
addresses of their friends or colleagues. At online discussion 
groups, new users learn to read the FAQ (“frequently asked 
questions”) page before asking questions. Social networking 
sites such as Facebook strongly discourage “flaming”—posts 
that attack, insult, or ridicule other users. If you are a regular 
Internet user, such norms may seem obvious to you now, but 
they had to be created over time. Like all new users, you had to 
learn them at some point. 

Social norms do not always keep up with technological 
change, however. In the 1920s, sociologist William Ogburn 
(1922) coined the term cultural lag to describe the ways that 
new technological developments often outpace the norms that gov- 
ern our collective experiences with these new technologies. For 
instance, recent developments in digital photography and the 
proliferation of high-speed Internet access have made it ex- 
tremely easy for many people to post photos and videos online 
for wide public viewing. However, the norms that define what 
is appropriate to make public, how to distribute such images, 


California Department Of Health Services. 
Funded By The Tobacco Tax Initiative. 


NORMS AW) CHANGE 


Through most of the twentieth century, cigarette smoking 
was a widespread and socially respectable activity, well within 
acceptable norms. Tobacco companies marketed their product 
aggressively, associating it, as in the Camels ad above, with 
both sex appeal and, ironically, health. Since confirmation of 
the health dangers of smoking, an antismoking movement, 
using public service ads like the one here, has gradually 

but effectively succeeded in changing the norms regarding 
smoking, making it an activity that now receives widespread 
social disapproval. 


and what privacy means in this context are still catching up 
to the technology. Perhaps this concept helps to explain the 
posting of photos of alcohol-fueled high school parties on 
Facebook or the “sexting” of nude photos among teenagers. 
As these examples suggest, cultural definitions of what is—or 
should be—public and private information are lagging behind 
the development of the Internet. New norms and behaviors 
will undoubtedly emerge and solidify as we advance further 
into the digital age. 
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Cultural norms for social interaction vary depending on 
whether the interaction is face-to-face, over the telephone, via 
e-mail, on social networking sites such as Facebook, through 
text messaging, or on Twitter. When we interact face-to-face, 
we use more than words to communicate; we use our tone of 
voice, hand gestures, and facial expressions, as well. When we 
send e-mail and text messages, we do not have these additional 
means of expression, which is why emoticons—symbols such 
as ;0) or :o( created by text characters—or abbreviations like 
LOL are so useful in online communication. Also, some topics 
are not appropriate for certain types of communication. Would 
e-mailing a friend to ask him to go out for pizza be appropriate, 
or not? How about breaking off a romantic relationship with a 
text message? 

Society enforces most norms informally. If your cell phone 
rings during a movie, for example, be prepared for dirty looks 
from those sitting near you. However, more formal regula- 
tions, like a university's code of ethics or the legal system, serve 
to reinforce particularly significant norms. The study of devi- 
ance and crime is linked closely to the study of culture since 
both are largely about violations of a culture’s norms. 

Norms that are strictly enforced, with potentially severe penal- 
ties for violating them, are called mores (pronounced MORE- 
ays). Contemporary mores in the United States forbid physical 
or psychological abuse of one’s children, for example. Those 
who violate such mores face public shame, potential loss of 
their children, and the possibility of a prison sentence. In con- 
trast, the term folkways describes group habits or customs that 
are common in a given culture. Those who violate folkways are 
not likely to be subject to punishment (Sumner 1906). It may 
be customary to wear a bathing suit to swim, for example, but 
those who go swimming in jeans are likely to face only some 
surprised glances. 


Taken together, values, knowledge, beliefs, and norms—the 
ideas of a culture—help to shape people’s orientation toward 
the world, providing an unwritten guidebook on what to think 
and how to behave. By studying the ideas of a culture, we focus 
our attention on how people make sense of their experiences. 
Understanding what people value, believe, and know and what 
people define as appropriate and deviant reveals a great deal 
about the complex workings of society—your own, as well as 
those of other societies. To communicate the ideas of our cul- 
ture to one another, however, we need symbols and, in particu- 
lar, language. 


Communicating Culture: 
Symbols and Language 


A symbol is anything—a sound, a gesture, an image, an object— 
that represents something else. An image of five interlocking 
rings represents the Olympic Games. A red light means “stop.” 


Lz 


ay The flags of Indonesia (/eft) and Poland (right) are both horizon- 
tal blocks of red and white, the same shapes and colors. But they 
are distinct flags, with specific meanings to their citizens. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


Can you think of other culturally specific symbols that look 
{ w=} very similar but have different meanings? Or one symbol that 


has different meanings to different people? 


An upraised forefinger placed on the lips means “quiet.” The 
letters d-o-g together represent the sound “dog,” which in En- 
glish represents a domesticated four-legged creature (which, in 
turn, represents faithful companionship to many Americans). 

The association between a symbol and the thing it represents 
is arbitrary and culturally defined. The people of Indonesia rec- 
ognize a banner with a band of red over a band of white as their 
national flag; turn that banner upside down, however, and you 
have instead the Polish national flag. In most languages other 
than English, “dog” is a meaningless sound (and in some cul- 
tures the animal itself might more likely represent dinner than 
companionship). Similarly the same symbol can have different 
meanings in different cultures. In Mexico, raising your hand 
with a circle formed by the thumb and forefinger is an obscene 
gesture; in the United States it represents “OK.” A “thumbs- 
up” gesture has a positive connotation in some societies but is 
an insult (“Up yours!”) in Australia, Russia, Greece, Iraq, and 
much of Western Africa. In many societies, nodding your head 
up and down means yes, whereas turning it from left to right 
means no, but in Bulgaria the opposite is true. 

Culture is fundamentally symbolic, and it is through sym- 
bols that we communicate and reinforce the elements of our 
culture to one another and pass them on to our children. As the 
Through a Sociological Lens box makes clear, cultural symbols 
in many forms can evoke emotionally powerful associations. 
However, one form of symbolic communication, language, is 
our primary vehicle for cultural transmission. 


LANGUAGE A language is an elaborate system of symbols 
that allows people to communicate with one another in complex 
ways. Other animals have call systems that allow them to alert 
each other about their immediate environment—the presence 
of predators, for example. Human language, in contrast, is 
unique in its ability to convey information about objects and 
situations that are not immediately present. With language we 
can converse about events that happened in the past and plans 
we are making for the future, and we can even relate stories 


thinking abouteylture 


Can you think of an example of a formal code or system of regulations that governs 
your life? In Chapter 8 we consider systems of social control, as well as the people who 
deviate from such systems. 
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How We See Powerful Symbols 


ymbols can be a powerful means of representing cultural 
beliefs, especially in the areas of religion and politics. The 
meaning we give a particular symbol can vary by culture, 
however. When the symbol is a potent one, the various 
meanings can be a source of confusion and sometimes conflict. 

One of the most controversial symbols in recent American 
history has been the “Southern Cross.” This flag (left) was never 
the official flag of the Confederacy, but 
rather was one of a number of battle 
flags used by Confederate forces dur- 
ing the Civil War. In the 1940s the Ku 
Klux Klan adopted the flag, and in the 
1950S supporters of racial segregation 
used the flag as a prominent symbol 
of their cause. Today, various white 
supremacist groups still use the flag as their emblem. As a result, 
for many in the United States the flag symbolizes the fight to 
maintain slavery as well as recent and contemporary racist move- 
ments. For some Southerners, however, the contemporary use of 
the flag is not racist. To them it represents “heritage not hate.” 

Sociologist Lori Holyfield and her colleagues (2009) sought 
to untangle the complex meanings of the confederate flag, not- 
ing that previous research indicates that “Confederate symbols 
accommodate extremely disparate meanings of southern pride 
and heritage versus white supremacy and racial conflict” (p. 518). 
They conducted focus group discussions with white college stu- 
dents at a large southern university. After reading aloud a news 
article about a controversy involving the Confederate flag in 
Leesburg, Virginia, groups discussed their views of the contro- 
versy and opinions of the flag. 

The authors heard only rare instances 
of overt racism in these focus groups. 
Instead, they found that white students 
typically sought to downplay the racial 
meanings associated with the Confeder- 
ate flag or became defensive and diverted 
the discussion away from racial issues. In 
fact, faced with a highly charged symbol, 
most of these white students had diffi- 
culty explaining their own understanding 
of southern heritage or the meaning of 
the flag, even as they refused the impli- 
cation that the flag is a racist symbol. 


ge ~ 


about imaginary people and occurrences. Language allows us 
to accumulate and store information, pass it on to one another, 
and forge a shared history. It is no wonder, then, that efforts 
to maintain marginalized cultures threatened with extinction 
often focus on preserving those cultures’ languages. Sometimes 


In analyzing the ways these focus groups 
largely ignored history and disregarded 
persistent differences in power and privi- 
lege, Holyfield and her colleagues (2009) 
suggest that, even if unintended, the use of 
such symbols can convey racist messages. 
They write, “participants need not approve 
of uses of the Confederate Flag or racism in 
order to participate in and perpetuate racist 
discourses” (p. 525). 

The controversy over the Confederate 
flag is part of a long history of symbols 
carrying multiple— 
and sometimes conflicting—meanings. 
For example, many Christians use the 
cross, symbolizing the crucifixion of 
Jesus (below left), as a sign of their 
faith. But the cross has been used by 
other, non-Christian cultures, as well. 

In ancient Egypt the cross (above) was 

a sign of life. The ancient Greek cross 
(left)—with vertical and horizontal arms 
of equal length—represented the four 
elements: earth, air, fire, and water. 

Perhaps the most reviled symbol of the past century is the 
swastika (right), now forever linked 
with Nazism. But the swastika is an 
ancient symbol used in many different 
cultures. For example, it was a varia- 
tion on the Christian cross; a Hindu 
symbol associated with the ferocious 
goddess, Kali; and a Navajo symbol 
related to healing rituals. 


think about it 


1. What symbols do you encounter in daily life? Are they used in 
other contexts as well? 


2. There has been a great deal of debate in recent years about 
whether statehouses in the South should fly the flag associated 
with the Confederacy. Where do you stand on this issue? Do 
you think the flag is simply a symbol of the South’s heritage or a 
symbol of hate? 


groups try to revive dying or extinct languages as a form of cul- 
tural preservation. For example, members of two Indian nations 
in Long Island, New York—Shinnecock and Unkechaug—are 
working with linguists at a local university to document and 
teach languages last spoken 200 years ago (Cohen 2010). 
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Sharing a language, however, does not necessarily mean 
sharing a culture. English, for example, is spoken in many 
countries worldwide, in some as a first language and in many 
others as a nearly universal second language, but the people 
of these countries do not all share a common culture. They 
usually do, however, speak a particular dialect of English. A 
dialect is a variant of a language with its own distinctive ac- 
cent, vocabulary, and in some cases grammatical characteristics. 
For example, what Americans call a “stove,” the English call 
a “cooker.” Further, a “truck” and an “elevator” in the United 
States would be called a “lorry” and a “lift” in England. 


THE SAPIR-WHORF HYPOTHESIS The prin- 
ciple of linguistic relativity, developed by Edward Sapir and 
Benjamin Whorf and popularly known as the Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis, suggests that because of their different cultural con- 
tent and structure, languages affect how their speakers think and 
behave. For example, researchers have found that people more 
easily identify color differences when they have a language to 
describe different shades of similar colors (Kay and Kempton 
1984). That is, having words to differentiate distinct colors in 
the red spectrum (including scarlet, crimson, rose, magenta, 
and maroon) helps us to see those different colors. 

This hypothesis is controversial, however. Many scholars be- 
lieve it overstates the influence of language on thought (Pinker 
2007). They point out that, like other aspects of culture, lan- 
guages adapt to changing circumstances and that speakers ab- 
sorb or invent new vocabulary for things as they become cul- 
turally important. 

Nonetheless, language reflects the broader cultural contexts 
in which it evolved. As a result, every culture tends to develop 
unique words, phrases, and expressions that are difficult, if not 
impossible, to translate into another language. In that sense, 
language helps to shape how we see the world. For example, 
the Mandarin word guanxi (pronounced “gwan-shee”) trans- 
lates literally as something like “connection,” but it refers to 
a sort of social currency in traditional Chinese society. People 
can accumulate guanxi by doing good deeds for others or by 
giving them gifts, and they can “spend” their guanxi by ask- 
ing for favors owed. In a society in which bonds of obligation 
form a crucial part of social life, such a word has a significant 
cultural meaning that cannot be translated easily into English 


(Moore 2004). 


LANGUAGE AND SOCIALINTERACTION As 
we saw in Chapter 1, the symbolic interactionist perspective 
emphasizes micro-level interactions—people’s everyday behay- 
iors—as the building blocks of society. Rather than focusing 
on large-scale institutions and processes, symbolic interaction- 
ists look at how people make sense of the world through the 
meanings they attach to their own and others’ actions. As a 
result, sociologists working in this tradition are particularly at- 
tuned to the importance of the role of symbols and language in 
human interaction. 

For example, through intensive interviews with clinically 


depressed adults, sociologist David Karp (1996) found that the 


specific language that they use helps to define their reality. This 
self-definition in turn shapes the actions people with depres- 
sion can envision, and ultimately, initiate. Early in their experi- 
ences, respondents often did not have an adequate vocabulary 
for naming their trouble. 
By eventually coming to 
name their condition as 
“depression,” they began 
to see it in a new light. In 
naming their experience 
depression, Karp’s respon- 
dents developed a new 
sense of self, which shaped 
their response to their 
pain. Their illness identity 
also influenced how they 
interacted with family and 
friends, and helped to break 
the social isolation that is at the center of the depression experi- 
ence. They also had to grapple with the exact meaning of this 
new label, however. One of Karp’s interviewees says: “I think 
of it less as an illness and more something that society defines. 
That’s part of it, but then, it zs physical. Doesn’t that make it 
an illness? That’s a question I ask myself a lot. Depression is a 
special case because everyone gets depressed. . . . I think that 
I define it as not an illness. It’s a condition. . . . Its something 
that I can deal with. It’s something that I can live with. I don’t 
have to define it as a problem” (Karp 1996, 53). In contrast, 
other interviewees were comfortable with the definition of de- 
pression as “mental illness” and worked to find a “cure”—both 
distinctly medical ways to define and interpret the situation. 
Karp alludes repeatedly to the importance of language 
throughout his study. He points out that the ideas of “anxiety” 
and “depression” do not exist in many languages and, there- 
fore, that people who speak those languages cannot use them 
to define their reality. Even the title of Karp’s study—Speaking 
of Sadness—alludes to the importance of language. 
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Consider the experience of the 
people Karp interviewed. How 
have you reached a greater 
understanding of some situation 
by finding the right name for it, or 
finding the best way to describe 
it? How does this relate to the 
role of language as emphasized by 
symbolic interactionists? 


Reproducing Culture: 
Behavior 


In the context of culture, behaviors are the actions associated 
with a group that help to reproduce a distinct way of life. When 
parents remind their children to tuck in their shirt, greet peo- 
ple with a firm handshake, and say “thank you” in response 
to a gift or an act of kindness, they are helping to encourage a 
particular set of behaviors considered worthwhile in U.S. cul- 
ture. These are small matters, but the accumulation of people’s 
many small, everyday actions—at home, at work, at play, at 
worship—helps distinguish one culture from another. 
Behavior also calls attention to the difference between ideal 
culture, what the members of a culture report to be their val- 
ues, beliefs, and norms, and real culture, what they actually 
do, which may or may not reflect the ideal. For example, gender 
equality is an increasingly professed cultural value in American 
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a The Super Bowl is a cultural phenomenon that has as much to do with the extravaganza as it does with football. Major 
corporations unveil new advertising campaigns during the broadcast, international pop stars perform in choreographed half- 
time shows, and the U.S. Air Force stages a high-profile flyover just before kick-off each year. Watching the Super Bowl has 
become an annual ritual for millions of Americans—even those who don’t necessarily like football very much. 
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Put yourself in the shoes of someone from a different culture who watches a football game in the United States for 


the rest of the world. 


society, but in most two-career households, women do more 
housework than men (Hook 2010). 

Although culture is a social phenomenon, it also permeates 
the most private and intimate parts of our lives. Take the case 
of body hair. Do you shave your legs? Your underarms? Your 
pubic hair? Your head? Your face? In most cases, your answers 
to those questions are influenced heavily by cultural norms. 
Since World War I, for example, most women in the United 
States have shaved their legs and underarms, a behavior that 
seems “normal” to them. Yet this practice is less common in 
many European nations (where in some cases it is associated 
with prostitution), and it is unheard of in other parts of the 
world. Similarly, men’s shaving their faces (but not their under- 
arms or legs) is the norm in much of U.S. society. 

Even sexual practices—perhaps the most intimate of all hu- 
man activity—vary significantly from culture to culture. Cul- 
tures differ in their attitudes toward masturbation, premarital 
sex, homosexuality and bisexuality, prostitution, and other 


the first time. What would that person make of the game? Might it seem violent, for example? Now, think of how 
you might react if you were to watch a game you are unfamiliar with, like cricket, a wildly popular sport in much of 


forms of sexual behavior. Even feeling discomfort, awkward- 
ness, or titillation at reading about topics like body hair and 
sexual practices reflects a culture-laden response. Although ad- 
vertisers routinely appeal to cultural norms about hair removal 
to sell products, and sexual imagery permeates the popular me- 
dia, most people in the United States rarely engage in frank 
discussion about such topics. 

Cultural behavior also encompasses larger scale, organized 
phenomena such as religious and political rituals (the presi- 
dent’s annual state of the union speech), theatrical entertain- 
ment (rock concerts), and sports spectaculars (Super Bowl). 
Indeed, the widespread popularity of the Super Bowl—and 
the behaviors surrounding it, including those of viewers as 
well as the athletes and other participants—likely reflects some 
unique features of U.S. culture that Americans may take for 
granted but that may well appear odd to someone from a dif- 
ferent culture. Thinking sociologically, what is the meaning of 
such an event for viewers? What might the popularity of the 
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Super Bowl—even among people who don’t like football—tell 
us about the ideas and values of U.S. culture? In short, un- 
derstanding culture requires us to examine the complex ways 
people derive meaning from the cultural behaviors of everyday 
life. People both create culture and are shaped by it. 


Objects: The Artifacts 
of Culture 


Sociologists often refer to the principal 
elements of material culture as cul- 
tural objects (also sometimes called 
“cultural artifacts”), which are the phys- 
ical items that are created by and associ- 
ated with people who share a culture. Cul- 
tural objects are often variations on basic 
items found in daily life. Consider the many 
varieties of bread, for instance. Tortillas, ba- 
guettes, bagels, and puri bread are cultural 
objects commonly associated with Mexican, 
French, Jewish, and Indian cultures, respectively. 
We live in a culture in which electronic devices of 
all sorts—such as computers, cell phones, and digital 
music players—are significant cultural objects. 

Cultural objects are found not only in your home, 
however. Highly prized creations such as works of art or reli- 
gious icons are also cultural objects. Museums are filled with 
both ordinary and extraordinary objects that help to tell the 
story of a particular culture. And the museums themselves, as 
well as other public buildings, peoples’ homes, the streets and 
highways that connect them, gas stations, water reservoirs, and 
indeed any aspect of the landscape used or modified by hu- 
mans—are also cultural objects. 

Popular media products—such as books and magazines, 
films and television programs, songs and photographs—are 
also cultural objects. Analyzing popular media content often 
reveals a good deal of information about the culture that pro- 
duced it at a particular moment in history. At the same time, it 
can be difficult to see the underlying assumptions embedded in 
the popular media of one’s own culture. 
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and Power 


We have seen how culture helps to define our world, provid- 
ing models for appropriate attitudes and behavior. How we 
dress and speak, whom we admire and despise, and how we 
mourn and mark holidays are all shaped by our immersion in a 


particular culture. Since people are typically deeply imbedded 
within their own culture, they usually find it difficult to see its 
underlying ideas. Sociologists have long paid attention to the 
assumptions built into any culture, arguing that what people 
take for granted is one of the keys to recognizing how culture 
and power are intertwined. One way to understand the meet- 
ing of culture and power is to understand ideology. 

Ideology is a tricky term that is used in a variety of ways. 
Sociologists typically define ideology as a system of meaning 
that helps define and explain the world and that makes value 
judgments about that world. Simply put, an ideology is a 
comprehensive worldview. When we think sociologi- 
cally about a culture’s ideology, we inevitably pay 

close attention to the most basic assumptions the 

people living within that culture make, and the 
consequences of those assumptions. 

Within each culture, there is a dominant 
ideology, a widely held and regularly rein- 
forced set of assumptions that generally support 

the current social system and serve the inter- 

ests of authorities. Even when most people 
within a culture agree about how the world 
works, though, most scholars concur that a 
dominant ideology cannot prevent the emergence 
of alternative worldviews. Instead, different ideological 
perspectives, representing different interests with unequal 
power, engage in a kind of cultural contest. Some ideas and 
practices are so deeply familiar that most of us have difficulty 
thinking critically about them or even imagining alternatives. 

In considering how culture works through ideology, we 
need to remember that our commonsense assumptions, the 
things we take for granted, suggest a particular understanding 
of the social world, and such assumptions have consequences. 
In the United States, for example, many people believe that it 
is simply a matter of common sense that women are better nur- 
turers than men, that education is a route to economic success, 
and that the United States promotes democracy around the 
world. When people adopt such commonsense assumptions— 
as they do with a wide range of ideas—they are also accepting 
a certain set of beliefs, or an ideology, about the social world. 

Similarly, ideology shapes what we define as “natural.” We 
generally think that what is natural is more enduring and sta- 
ble than what is created by humans. As a result, the structures 
we define as natural come to be seen as permanent and there- 
fore difficult to challenge. Consider some examples of social 
relationships that are often seen as natural. Is it natural that 
some people are rich and others are poor, that most citizens 
are disconnected from politics, or that people prefer to live in 
neighborhoods with others of the same racial or ethnic back- 
ground? If all these situations are simply natural, then we have 
little reason to be concerned about economic inequality, politi- 
cal apathy, or residential segregation because they are not social 


thinking abouteylture 


What is the meaning of World Cup Soccer in U.S. Culture, and what do you think its 
prospects are for becoming a media event comparable to the Super Bowl? In Chapter 14 
we explore the effect of media on U.S. and global culture. 


problems but the natural order of things. What people think of 
as natural and normal, then, is fundamentally about ideology. 

To effectively wield power, those with power within a 
culture must continually reinforce the idea that certain as- 
sumptions are simply “common sense” and “natural” because 
people’s life experiences are likely to lead them to question 
these assumptions. (In Chapter 5 we explore this link between 
culture and power, especially as it relates to justifying inequal- 
ity.) In recent years, for example, widespread cultural assump- 
tions about the definition of marriage have weakened. Gay and 
lesbian activists demanding the right to same-sex marriage 
have challenged, sometimes successfully, the longstanding be- 
lief that marriage is restricted to a relationship between a man 
and a woman. 

In addition, even in the most repressive societies, some 
people will not accept the dominant ideology, some people 
may resist it, and changing historical conditions will under- 
mine certain aspects of it. Ultimately, when we look at ideol- 
ogy from a sociological point of view, we can see the ways that 
culture is a contested arena that defines our underlying, and 
often changing, conceptions of the world. 


Consider the case of “Billy,” described in a manual used to train 
volunteers with CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocates), a 
nonprofit network of advocates for abused and neglected chil- 
dren. After making a visit to observe his home environment, 
a social worker recommended that Billy be kept in foster care 
(National CASA 2007). She cited the following reasons in her 
repott: 


® Billy did not have a space of his own and had to sleep in a 
room with several other people. 


m Billy’s mother did not seem to be his primary caregiver, 
instead letting his grandmother take on that responsibility. 


m Billy did not appear to be affectionate with his grand- 
mother; indeed, he seemed intimidated by or even scared 
of her since he would not look at her directly but instead 
averted his eyes. 


Billy, however, was Native American, and the cultural prac- 
tices of his tribe explained these supposedly problematic be- 
haviors. In some Native American tribes, for example—as well 
as in Japanese, Hawaiian, and other cultures—leaving a child 
alone in his or her own room is considered a form of neglect. 
Instead, people in these cultures maintain close and continu- 
ous contact between a child and other family members, which 
they see as essential to healthy and loving development. In ad- 
dition, in some Native American cultures it is perfectly normal 
for a parent to defer to a grandparent when it comes to child- 
rearing decisions. Leaving children in the care of grandparents 
is not considered neglect but a sign of respect for elders in the 
family. Finally, in averting his eyes, Billy was not showing fear 


but rather a traditional sign of respect for his grandmother, 
with whom he in fact had a close and loving relationship. If the 
social worker had had a better understanding of Billy’s culture, 
she could have avoided the inappropriate recommendation. 

Social tasks—preparing food, creating shelter, raising chil- 
dren, entertaining, governing—are universal in all cultures, but 
the methods people use to accomplish these tasks vary dramati- 
cally. Thus culture is highly diverse, varying not only across time, 
but also among different societies as well as within a single soci- 
ety. [his variation is one of the reasons why “cultural awareness” 
training is an important part of many professions. Billy’s social 
worker could have benefited from more cultural awareness. For 
a tragic example of the need for cultural awareness training, see 
the Sociology Matters box on page 72. 

Understanding the diversity across cultures in different 
societies is more important now than ever before. For much 
of human history, only a few travelers interacted with people 
from cultures other than their own. Travel was difficult, ex- 
pensive, and often dangerous. Today, widespread mobility, a 
global economy, and technological advances have brought 
people from many distinct cultures into more frequent and 
ongoing contact. Mass media—especially television and the 
Internet—have introduced people to the ideas, images, sounds, 
and practices of different cultures, even if they don’t know the 
languages people within them speak. As the Sociology Works 
box on page 73 illustrates, understanding cultural diversity is 
crucial in today’s business world. 

To understand the impact of cultural diversity, it is essential 
to grasp the various types of cultures within our own and other 
societies, their positions in relation to one another, and how 
they interact in what has become an increasingly multicultural 
world. 


Dominant Culture, 
Subcultures, and 
Countercultures 


When we talk about societies—our own or those of other 
countries—it is common to speak about them as sharing a sin- 
gle culture (for example, “U.S. culture” or “Afghan culture”). 
To a degree, this is true; societies share basic cultural features. 
However, societies are large-scale, complex arrangements that 
inevitably contain internal differences, as well. Competing 
cultural systems exist even in what appear to be homogeneous 
societies. 

Rather than consisting of a single culture, most societies 
contain a dominant culture, a culture that permeates the society 
and that represents the ideas and practices of those in positions of 
power, as well as a number of subcultures, cultures associated 
with smaller groups in the society that have distinct norms, values, 
and lifestyles that set them apart from the dominant culture. 

Political and educational institutions, major businesses, 
the mass media, and educational institutions, among others, 
mostly reflect the dominant culture. For example, until quite 
recently (and some would argue, still today) the dominant 
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Cultural Competence and Health Care 


ia Lee was a Hmong child living in California. The Hmong 

are an ethnic group from the Southeast Asian country of 

Laos whose culture is rooted in a rural way of life. When Lia 

«was born in a California county hospital, her mother spoke 
no English, and the medical staff spoke no Hmong. At just three 
months old, Lia experienced fainting episodes, which doctors 
attributed to epileptic seizures. Over the next four years, Lia’s 
doctors struggled to control her symptoms by prescribing a 
dozen different drugs in dosages and combinations that changed 
more than twenty times. 

This dizzying array of treatments would have been confus- 
ing to anyone, but Lia’s family was especially ill-prepared to 
understand the process. Illiterate even in their own Hmong lan- 
guage, they were able to follow their doctor’s advice only inter- 
mittently. Instead, they turned for relief to their culture’s familiar 
religious beliefs about illness. According to that tradition, Lia’s 
fainting spells were caused by the temporary departure of her 
soul from her body, a condition whose name roughly translates 
as “the spirit catches you and you fall down.” Lia’s parents 
sent away to Thailand for sacred charms to protect her and 
changed the child’s name to fool the evil spirits (Underwood 
and Adler 2005). 

As U.S. society becomes ever more culturally diverse, health 
care workers are increasingly treating people like Lia and her 
family, whose beliefs about sickness and health differ dramati- 
cally from those of mainstream Western medicine. To treat these 
patients effectively, health care workers need to pay close atten- 
tion to their cultural beliefs and traditions. Unfortunately, the 
Western doctors did not understand the Hmong culture, and 
Lia’s family did not understand the doctors’ efforts. As a result, 
the medical treatment was ineffective. Four years after her ini- 
tial symptoms, Lia experienced a massive seizure that left her 
in a vegetative state. She remains in a coma today, well into her 
twenties. 


culture in the United States was associated with the images, 
ideas, and values of white, often male, professional middle- 
class culture. Those in positions of power were disproportion- 
ately white, professional men. The cultures of other segments 
of society were usually not entirely excluded, but they did tend 
to be marginalized. 

White, professional middle-class culture was often the 
norm from which other cultures deviated. We can see this 
dominance in action in commonly used phrases such as “the 
black community” or “working-class literature” or “women’s 
history,” each of which signals a deviation from the standard of 
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Lia’s story is perhaps an extreme example, but dealing with 
gaps in communication between patients and health care work- 
ers caused by cultural differences is a very real and growing chal- 
lenge. The federal government, along with several universities, 
private foundations, and organizations representing health care 
providers, has launched a variety of public and private initiatives 
to promote and ensure cultural competence—the ability to under- 
stand and address the needs of people from different cultures 
(Rees and Ruiz 2003). For example, some states have enacted 
regulations that require medical facilities to provide culturally 
competent care to groups that make up a certain percentage of 
the community’s population. As one key element of this care, 
facilities are required to make available interpreters fluent in 
both the language and the cultural traditions of different groups. 
Organizations such as Resources for Cross Cultural Health Care 
(diversityrx.org) have stepped up to the challenge. One recent 
study found that medical interpreters, those who facilitate bilin- 
gual communication in hospitals, often act as an essential part 
of a medical team, becoming informal co-diagnosticians, even 
though these interpreters do not have formal medical training 
(Hsieh 2007). 

As part of their training, medical students are also learning 
about the important role of culture in their patients’ lives. One 
book has become required reading in more than 100 medical 
schools. Titled The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down, it’s the 
tragic story of Lia Lee (Fadiman 1998). 


think about it 


1. Have you or your family ever had trouble communicating with a 
doctor or been uncertain about what is happening at a hospital? 
If so, do you think cultural differences help explain why? 

2. How might cultural differences cause problems with commu- 
nication in school or at work? 
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white, professional men. Rarely, if ever, do we use terms such 
as “the white community,” “middle-class literature,” or “men’s 
history” because these are already the unspoken norm in the 
dominant culture. 

Alongside the dominant culture, societies include a number 
of smaller subcultures with their own distinct cultural traits. 
For example, Americans in general are enthusiastic about tech- 
nological advancements, but the Amish—an orthodox Prot- 
estant sect living primarily in Pennsylvania and Ohio—reject 
the use of most modern technology, resulting in a distinct way 
of life. Skateboarders also form a subculture. They define and 


thinking aboutcyJture 


Do you belong to a particular subculture, or know someone who does? 
In Chapter 8 we look at a range of subcultures, exploring how and why subcultures 


are often perceived as deviant. 
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Dean Foster and the Business of Cultural Diversity 


s an undergraduate, Dean Foster didn’t have a clue what he 

would do with sociology, but he thought the subject was 

fascinating. He found especially appealing the basic prem- 

ise that “we can understand how we work as cultural and 
social beings and use this understanding to improve our collec- 
tive lives.” When he looks back today and considers the benefits 
he gained from sociology, his list is extensive: “My professional 
career, cross-cultural friendships, life goals, and purpose.” 

Foster is the founder and president of DFA (Dean Foster As- 
sociates) Intercultural Global Solutions. DFA helps organizations 
and businesses working with other cultures around the globe to 
develop intercultural competencies. Foster spends much of his 
time travelling to present intercultural seminars, give speeches, 
and conduct interviews around the world. Describing his work 
as the “perfect job,” Foster notes that “I meet wonderful people 
from places | only could have dreamed | would visit and work in 
as a child. | help deal with important cross-cultural challenges in 
ways that | like to believe change people’s lives.” 

When working internationally, businesses 
must anticipate and address some com- 
mon differences among cultures. For 
example, different cultures have various 
ideas about time. Some value punctual- 
ity; in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland 
being late is considered a sign of disre- 
spect and incompetence. In the countries of 
Latin America, by contrast, there is more latitude when it comes 
to meeting times and deadlines. __ 

In addition, norms governing appropriate relationships be- 
tween employers and their employees can vary a great deal 
from one culture to another. In some countries, employees are 
expected to be deferential to their bosses, avoiding eye contact 
with them and obeying instructions without comment. In other 
countries, employees are expected to be candid, although still re- 
spectful, with their bosses, giving their input on the task at hand. 
In all these cases, global businesses must understand the cultural 
norms within a given society—and convey that understanding to 
their employees—if they are to communicate and work success- 
fully in international settings. 


use public spaces in innovative ways, turning roads and side- 
walks, steps and hand railings, into a skating space, while de- 
veloping a distinctive attitude about risk-taking and authority. 
Since subcultures often highlight their differences from the 
mainstream, their members often accept, even celebrate, their 
status as deviant (Gelder 2005). 

Members of a subculture, then, share a common identity, 
whether they are extreme-sports enthusiasts, science fiction 
fans, or Civil War reenactors. Although subcultures typically 
do not have a formal membership structure, they usually de- 


“| work with cross- 
cultural challenges in ways 
that | like to believe change 

people’s lives.” 


A cottage industry of diver- 
sity training specialists such as 
Dean Foster—often with back- 
grounds in sociology, anthro- 
pology, and psychology—has 
emerged in response to the 
growing need of businesses for 
cultural awareness in today’s 
global economy. Foster notes, 
however, that when he was a 
student, “there was no such 
field as intercultural training, 
so there were no internships, 
mentors, or courses of study.” 
In fact, he first earned a living 
as a songwriter and folksinger, 
playing in clubs in New York’s 
Greenwich Village. By the mid- 
1980s, though, he had used his sociological 

knowledge to start one of the first intercul- 
tural training consultancies. 

Foster’s work, he says, forces him “to 
constantly expect that which cannot be 
imagined, a testament to the power of 

culture, and the limits it places on us as 

cultural beings. | find this is the same kind 
of challenge that sociology places on us when we try to imagine 
how is it that we are who we are and behave as we behave. | deal 
with this question professionally every day.” 


think about it 


1. When international businesspeople come to the United States, 
what do you think they need to know about culturally specific 
work routines that people in this country are likely to take for 
granted? 


Dean Foster 


2. In your travels, have you experienced uncertainty about basic 
cultural norms? What happened? What did you learn as a result? 


Se a DL BSD DIGIT GI BI 


velop a specialized language or style and specific behaviors 
and objects relevant to their culture. Trekkers—a subculture 
consisting of fans of the television and movie franchise Star 
Trek—share a language about the fictional Starfleet and a 
science-fiction version of future space exploration, and they 
know the various Star Trek heroes and villains and the les- 
sons of their multigenerational adventures in great detail. At- 
tending Star Trek fan conventions, dressing up as specific Star 
Trek characters; and collecting Star Trek memorabilia—even 
if some of your friends and coworkers think such behavior is 
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<» One way people express their connection to a subculture is by 
purchasing and displaying products that have specific meanings to 
other members of the subculture. Trekkers—fans of the Star Trek 
television and movie franchise—can purchase a wide range of Star 
Trek merchandise, from uniforms to a living room chair designed to 
look like Captain Kirk’s command chair on the Starship Enterprise. 


a bit wacky—signals your subcultural connections to other 
Trekkers. 

Work and school organizations can develop their own cul- 
tural traits, too. Thus we might speak about the corporate 
culture at Wal-Mart or the organizational culture at a govern- 
mental agency such as NASA. If your school has a significant 
sports program, take a look around you at the next big game 
you attend. College athletics—complete with school colors, 
uniforms, mascots, cheers, and rituals—are part of the dis- 
tinct cultures of many schools. Special moments in the school’s 
sports history—winning a championship, pulling off a huge 
upset, a star athlete’s choking in a key game—all become part 
of the lore of that school’s culture. 

At the micro level, even groups of close friends who live 
in the same neighborhood can develop a subculture. As they 
grow up, their common experiences foster similar values and 
beliefs. They may like the same style of clothing, music, and 
leisure activities. Over time their shared adventures give them a 
common history, filled with incidents, terminology, and char- 
acters that have little meaning for people outside the group. 
“Inside” jokes and references help to build a sense of solidarity 
and belonging. 


A subculture that organizes itself in opposition to the 
dominant culture may be categorized as a counterculture, 
which champions values and lifestyles distinctly opposed to those 
of the dominant culture. Members of countercultures challenge 
widely held values and attitudes and reject mainstream cul- 
tural norms. 

In the past half-century, a series of youth-based counter- 
cultures have challenged aspects of the dominant culture in 
U.S. society. For example, young hippies in the 1960s had a 
distinctive lifestyle and language. They challenged traditional 
authority by experimenting with recreational drugs, practicing 
communal living, espousing “free love,” and protesting against 
the Vietnam War. Punks in the 1970s developed their own 
particular style, including then-atypical piercings and provoca- 
tive hairstyles, along with a defiant attitude. In recent decades, 
hip-hop has introduced new music, language, dance, and fash- 
ion at the same time that those within hip-hop culture advance 
a powerful critique of racism and racial discrimination. 

Subcultures—including countercultures—often introduce 
innovation and change to mainstream culture. Features of a 
subculture that might appear radical or threatening may over 
time be incorporated into the dominant culture. For example, 
in U.S. society, tattoos were once found exclusively among var- 
ious subcultures such as sailors and bikers but have long since 
moved into the mainstream. Access to birth control, racial in- 
termarriage, equal rights for women, and a host of other social 
reforms began their life as part of the beliefs and values of po- 
litical subcultures, only to achieve broad mainstream accep- 
tance eventually. Which aspects of today’s subcultures do you 
think are likely to be incorporated into mainstream culture in 
your lifetime? 


High Culture 
and Popular Culture 


Societies contain not only a dominant culture and various sub- 
cultures, but also different cultural expressions that are related 
to people’s position in society. Sociologists have in fact long 
recognized the relationship between culture and economic in- 
equality. High culture refers to cultural forms associated with 
elites that are widely recognized as valuable and legitimate. Ex- 
amples of high culture include art galleries, the opera, classical 
music, and literature. Historically, high culture has been the 
domain of the wealthy and highly educated. Although others 
may not be formally excluded from these activities, their ex- 
pense and the specialized knowledge that is often needed to 
understand and enjoy them can serve to restrict access to those 
who are able to afford them. 

Proponents of high culture may define these cultural forms 
as the best and most enduring representations of a nation’s 
culture. After all, disciplines that study high culture such as 
art history and music education are typically part of the high 
school and college curriculum, and many people associate the 
very idea of becoming “cultured” with visiting museums or 
attending the symphony. In contrast, popular culture refers 
to cultural forms that are widespread and commonly embraced 


within a society. Popular culture includes such widely accessible 
forms as television programs, Hollywood films, rock concerts, 
spectator sports, and amusement parks. To enjoy popular cul- 
ture, a person generally does not need a substantial amount of 
money or specialized knowledge. 

The distinction between high and popular culture suggests 
a fundamental conflict. As sociologist Herbert Gans (1999) 
maintains, “advocates of high culture attack popular culture 
as a mass culture that has harmful effects on both individuals 
consuming it and on society as a whole. The users of popular 
culture fight back mostly by ignor- 
ing the critique and rejecting high 
culture” (pp. 3-4). In the early 
twenty-first century, however, the 
distinction between high and pop- 
ular culture has become blurry. 
More people, including elites, now 
consume a diverse mixture of high 
and popular culture. Various hy- 
brid cultural forms—such as graf- 
fiti art exhibited in museums or 
the pop musician Sting’s perform- 
ing his songs with the Royal Phil- 
harmonic Concert Orchestra— 
mix elements from both types; and 
many forms of popular culture, in- 
cluding highly rated television programs and best-selling nov- 
els, are widely enjoyed by elites as well as other demographic 
groups. Nevertheless, as Gans points out, the distinction be- 
tween high and popular culture remains helpful since the cul- 
tural choices people make are still influenced significantly by 
their social standing. 


The Commercialization 
of Culture 


Hector is driving to school with the radio playing when one of 
his favorite songs comes on. He turns up the volume and sings 
along as the artist praises a certain line of designer clothes. The 
lyrics are a result of work by Maven Strategies, a company that 
negotiates deals between major corporate advertisers and hip- 
hop artists. A corporation will pay the artists to mention its 
product in their songs. The result? Many rap songs mention 
brand names of sneakers, watches, vodka, and other products. 
Although most songs do not include paid advertisements, in 
2004—the year Maven Strategies began cutting such deals— 
product brand names were mentioned almost 1,000 times in 
the top twenty singles on the Billboard charts (Williams 2005). 
This type of product placement, which continues today, is just 
one of many ways that commercialism—the marketing and sale 
of products—has become entrenched in contemporary popu- 
lar culture. 


Today, many cultural objects are commodities—products 
to be bought and sold—and these objects are increasingly pro- 
duced by corporate conglomerates (Mosco 2009; Schiller 1989; 
Schor 2004). The stories children learn and the music people 
listen to are produced and marketed by multinational corpora- 
tions like Disney and Sony. Corporations now sponsor a broad 
range of cultural creations, from rock concerts to museum ex- 
hibits (Rectanus 2002). From expensive tickets to major events 
to one-dollar DVD rentals from a kiosk, we spend much of our 
lives—and many of our dollars—buying cultural products. 

This focus on commerce has 
meant that the language and im- 
ages of advertising have increas- 
ingly entered public and private 
space, surrounding us with pic- 
tures and symbols whose primary 
purpose is to get us to buy some- 
thing. Some communities see this 
as a problem and are fighting back, 
however. In 2007, new “Clean 
City” laws went into effect in Sao 
Paulo, Brazil—a city of 11 million 
people—that essentially banned 
all outdoor advertising. As the 
president of the city council noted, 
“What we are aiming for is a com- 
plete change of culture [. . .] things were out of hand and the 
population has made it clear it wants this” (Rohter 2006). 

With the ever-growing influence of commercialism, people 
increasingly tend to measure the value of most cultural objects 
by their profitability. How many copies of that book or this 
CD were sold? What was the highest rated television program 
last week? What were the box office standings for movies re- 
leased this past weekend? Such concerns reflect a culture in 
which the dollar sign increasingly denotes “success.” As we see 
throughout this book, especially in Chapter 14, the commer- 
cialization of cultural and social life—its packaging, promo- 
tion, and sale by major corporations—is an important feature 


of our changing world, both in the United States and globally. 


Multiculturalism 


Because so many societies today contain many subcultures and 
cultural diversity, there is an increasing emphasis on multi- 
culturalism, the recognition, valuing, and protection of the dis- 
tinct cultures that make up a society. Rather than assume that 
all people will adopt the ideas and practices of the dominant 
culture—a process known as assimilation—multicultural so- 
cieties accept, accommodate, and even celebrate differences 
in language, religion, customs, dress, traditions, and beliefs. 
Institutions that acknowledge and accommodate different cul- 
tures, such as certain businesses and universities, can also be 
considered multicultural. 


thinking adoutcyiture 


Which policies does your college have that promote multiculturalism? 
In Chapter 10, culture helps us to understand how various racial and ethnic groups 
have interacted in the United States throughout its history. 
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fs A multicultural society accommodates various cultural groups. 
One way such societies cope is by making voting materials, health 
care information, signs in public places, and other important infor- 
mation available in the languages spoken in the local community. 


Because they live in a multicultural society, many people 
in the United States are exposed regularly to a number of dif 
ferent cultures. Consider the variety of ethnic foods that you 
can choose from. Major U.S. cities today are likely to have 
restaurants featuring the food of many different cultures, in- 
cluding Italian, Mexican, Greek, Thai, Chinese, Ethiopian, 
and Indian cuisine, among others. Fairs and festivals celebrate 
the food, dress, music, and dances of various cultures. More 
significantly, in communities that are home to a variety of cul- 
tural groups, you are also likely to find institutions associated 
with these groups, such as temples, mosques, churches, and 
other places of worship. Businesses such as sari shops and halal 
butchers sell products not available in mainstream dress shops 
and grocery stores. Of course, the presence of different cultural 
groups often means a variety of languages, as well. Today’s ma- 
jor cities are often home to people who speak dozens of differ- 
ent languages—and their school systems must cope with this 
linguistic diversity. 

Because of the nature of a multicultural society, a signifi- 
cant number of people within it grow up and live their lives 
defined by more than one culture. If a student speaks Eng- 
lish at school but a different language at home, that bilingual 
capability is a sure sign that he or she lives in two different 
cultures at the same time. Some immigrant families straddle 
the society and culture into which they were born and where 
they now live (Smith and Gurnizo 1998). Some travel back and 
forth to their countries of origin; others send money to aid rela- 
tives there. Some are even involved in the political affairs of 
their native countries (Levitt 2004). Television and the Inter- 
net help people stay in touch with the news and entertainment 
culture of their native countries, even while they live in their 
newly adopted homes. For example, the satellite service Dish 
Network offers a variety of packages with channels based on 
countries and regions, such as Africa, China, South Asia, and 
Israel, and programming in languages such as French, Ger- 


man, Spanish, Italian, Polish, Portuguese, Russian, Japanese, 
Filipino, Korean, Farsi, Arabic, and Urdo. 

People who live in a multicultural society have an extraordi- 
nary opportunity to learn about and appreciate the rich diver- 
sity of human cultures. Diversity also brings with it challenges 
and problems, however, as people with different ways of life at- 
tempt to coexist. Unfortunately, cultural difference often leads 
to inequality and conflict as groups with more power oppress, 
exploit, or otherwise discriminate against those who are differ- 
ent and who have less power. The long, ugly history of religious 
conflict, ethnic clashes, racist violence, and warfare between 
nations is one result of this tendency. Therefore, to understand 
culture more fully, we must inevitably study conflict, relations 
of power (a topic explored in Chapter 5), and the domination 
of some groups by others. 


CULTURE: CONSENSUS AND CONFLICT 


People from the same culture may share the same language, re- 
ligion, worldview, history, and traditions. When this happens, 
cultures nurture and promote consensus, cohesiveness, and 
solidarity through a shared collective identity. However, just as 
the common bond of culture creates a sense of “us,” it can also 
create a sense of “them”’—those outside the culture who are 
different in some way. Perhaps the outsiders speak a different 
language, practice a different religion, dress differently, or are 
from a different social class. Whatever the distinction, as those 
who share a culture increase the sense that they have a com- 
mon bond, they often have a tendency to marginalize, belittle, 
or even demonize “outsiders” who have a different culture. 

Cultural conflict is most likely to emerge when values 
and beliefs differ among different cultures. Contrasting be- 
liefs about religion and clashes over core values have been the 
source of or justification for many conflicts over the centuries. 
Unlike questions that can be answered with scientific evidence, 
disputes about values and beliefs cannot be resolved by appeals 
to reason. The cultural conflicts that result from these disputes 
can be intense and ongoing. 

One source of cultural conflict is ethnocentrism, the judg- 
ing of other cultures by the standards of one’s own on the assump- 
tion that one’s own is superior. Out of ignorance, the social 
worker mentioned earlier in this chapter was being ethno- 
centric in judging the Native American family’s childrearing 
practices through the lens of her own culture. Had she known 
more about how children are brought up in that society, she 
would have understood that 
the family had a different 
approach that could also 
achieve the goal of raising 
a healthy child. This fam- 
ily’s experience is a rela- 
tively mild example, but 
ethnocentrism can have 
harsh and even violent 
consequences if members 
of one culture act upon a 
conviction that their ideas, 
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According to conflict theorists, 
more powerful groups within 
society dominate less powerful 
ones. Can you think of an example 

. of a powerful group’s demonizing 
or belittling a less powerful 

group’s culture? Why would 

the powerful group find it 
advantageous to do so? 
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AN The infamously xenophobic Ku Klux Klan, which had several million members during its heyday in the 1920s, appropriated 
Christian symbolism to promote a white supremacist agenda that asserted the superiority of white Protestants and attacked 
the supposedly alien influence of black people and most immigrants, including non-Protestant Whites. Today, some Muslim 
extremists similarly invoke religious symbolism in calling for attacks against perceived threats from the alien cultural influence 
of nonbelievers. Just as most Christians rejected the Klan, most Muslims reject these extremist views. 


values, and way of life are superior to those of another culture. 
An ethnocentric worldview can be the source of xenophobia, 
the unreasonable fear and hatred of foreigners or people from other 
cultures, which, at its extreme, can result in genocide—the de- 
liberate and systematic destruction of a cultural, racial, or po- 
litical group. What types of ethnocentrism are most prevalent 
in the United States today? 

Much of the history of colonialism, in which one country 
conquers or dominates others, is the story of ethnocentrism 
in action. The Europeans who conquered much of the world 
from the sixteenth century into the twentieth were confident 
that their way of life was superior to that of the people whose 
lands they colonized. They often sought to “civilize” the native 
peoples, teaching them their language, and converting them 
to Christianity. As the native peoples resisted, the result was 
centuries of conflict. 

In contrast to ethnocentrism, cultural relativism is the 
practice of understanding a culture by its own standards. Cultural 
relativism does not require adopting or agreeing with the ideas 
and practices of another culture, but rather making the effort 
to understand the culture on its ewn terms and with a willing- 
ness to acknowledge it as a viable alternative to one’s own. In 
other words, to practice cultural relativism we need to under- 
stand a culture, not judge it, as, for example, when we seek to 
learn about religious rituals or family traditions in a different 
culture. 

Studying cultures other than their own (an especially im- 
portant task in this era of globalization) often requires sociolo- 
gists to practice cultural relativism so that they can focus their 
attention on a group’s unique values, beliefs, and practices. 
Such cross-cultural understanding is difficult to achieve; it is 
hard for any of us to operate outside of the logic of our own 
culture. At the same time, once we are able to recognize our 
own values and beliefs—key dimensions of our own culture— 


we have taken an important first step toward understanding 
the experiences of people who live in very different societies. 


THE CRITICS OF MULTICULTURALISM Less 


than two weeks after the attacks on the World Trade Center 
and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, President George 
W. Bush framed the assault in cultural terms by telling Con- 
gress and the people of the United States that the members of 
Al Qaeda, the Islamic fundamentalist group that had claimed 
responsibility, had attacked because “They hate our freedoms: 
our freedom of religion, our freedom of speech, our freedom to 
vote and assemble and disagree with each other” (Bush 2001). 
That quotation came to symbolize one way of thinking about 
the ongoing conflict between Western secular societies and Is- 
lamic societies. It suggested the conflict was based on funda- 
mentally incompatible cultures. 

One of the best-known discussions of this concept of a “cul- 
ture clash” came from political scientist Samuel Huntington 
(1993, 1998), who argued that after the end of the Cold War 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, most new 
global conflicts would now take place between cultures rather 
than countries. He went on to describe what he saw as eight 
basic cultures (which he termed “civilizations”) in the world: 
Western (United States, Australia, and Western Europe), East- 
ern Orthodox (Russia), Latin American, Islamic, Japanese, 
Chinese, Hindu (India), and African. These civilizations, he 
contended, are based on fundamentally different religious 
and other cultural beliefs. The Islamic world, for example, has 
few democratic institutions because it does not have a cultural 
history of separating religious and secular authority, of valuing 
social pluralism, and of protecting individual rights and civil 
liberties from the power of the state. In this way, it differs fun- 
damentally from Western civilization. Huntington maintained 
that as long as globalization results in more frequent contacts 
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between people living in these civilizations, we are doomed to 
experience more frequent cultural conflict. 

There is no doubt that increased contact between vastly 
different cultures can result in conflict. However, if we ana- 
lyze Huntington’s thesis from a sociological perspective, we 
can quickly expose some of its shortcomings. For one thing, 
it oversimplifies the complex mix of cultures around the world 
and glosses over the enormous variation within each of these 
cultures (Arnason 2001). None of the so-called civilizations 
Huntington identifies has a single unified culture. As global- 
ization advances and more people, products, and ideas flow 
across national borders, cultures continue to blend. Also, by 
focusing exclusively on culture, Huntington’s theory ignores 
the ways that longstanding inequalities in the distribution of 
privilege and power have helped to fuel global conflict (Evans 
1997): 

In addition, many different cultures do share common val- 
ues. President Bush recognized these shared values when he 
told a graduating class at West Point, “The peoples of the Is- 
lamic nations want and deserve the same freedoms and oppor- 
tunities as people in every nation.” His earlier quotation about 
hating freedom targeted the Al Qaeda extremists who attacked 
the United States. However, violent Islamic extremists do not 
represent the broader Islamic culture, which encompasses 
a range of beliefs and values. Indeed, intense debates within 
Muslim societies regarding democracy, the role of women, and 
other cultural matters take place every day. 

The results of global public opinion surveys show that democ- 
racy is widely popular in both Western and Islamic cultures— 
even though it has yet to flourish in Muslim countries despite 
2011’s Arab Spring uprisings. However, those same surveys 
show significant differences in the degree of support for gen- 
der equality, social tolerance, and freedom of speech (Inglehart 
and Norris 2003; Welzel and Inglehart 2010), indicating that 
the reality is complicated, not just a matter of a simple clash of 
civilizations or an idealized belief that all societies share a uni- 
fied set of cultural values. 

As we have seen, different cultures within a society can also 
encounter the problem of incompatible values or beliefs. Femi- 
nist political philosopher Susan Okin (1999, 117) argues that 
“many cultures oppress some of their members, in particular 
women, and... they are often able to socialize these oppressed 
members so that they accept, without question, their desig- 
nated cultural status.” For example, polygamy, clitoridectomy 
(the removal of the clitoris) or other forms of genital cutting, 
and the prearranged marriage of children are all accepted prac- 
tices within some cultures. What, if anything, should be done 
when people from such cultures move to Western societies, 
where those practices are considered violations of individual 
rights? Should their adoptive countries accept these practices 
out of respect for different cultural traditions? Or do West- 
ern notions of individual freedom, human rights, and gender 
equality trump these traditional customs? Such questions have 
been on the front pages of newspapers in Europe. For example, 
in 2010 the French parliament enacted legislation that prohib- 
its Muslim women from wearing face-covering veils in public 


AN In 2010 the French parliament began to enforce legislation that 
banned women from wearing face-covering veils in public. Support- 
ers of the legislation argue that traditional religious garb like the 
face-covering veil violates the norms of secular culture in France 
and is a sign of the oppression of women. Opponents of the legisla- 
tion contend that it violates the rights of women to express their 
religious faith. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


Do you think it is appropriate for the French government 
to ban the veil? Would you be in favor of such a ban in your 


community? If you were a woman raised in a culture in which 
wearing a veil is the norm, how would you react to an attempt 
to force you not to wear it? What reasons might members 

of a dominant culture use to justify imposing a ban on such 
clothing? 


places, on the grounds that such clothing conflicts with the 
values of French secular society (Crumley 2009; Erlanger 
2010). This issue raises complex questions about incompat- 
ible cultural values and practices and challenges us to consider 
whether it is legitimate to condemn cultural practices we find 
offensive and whether we can articulate a universal standard of 
human rights. 

Some U.S. critics of multiculturalism are not concerned with 
such questions because they reject its value entirely. Instead of 


encouraging people from diverse cultural traditions to coexist 
peacefully, these critics argue that new immigrants must as- 
similate into the dominant culture of their adoptive country; 
otherwise, they maintain, the common ground that is essen- 
tial to unite a nation will be lost (Huntington 2005; Schmidt 
1997). Some of these critics call for teaching Christian values in 
schools, the adoption of “English-only” laws, an end to bilin- 
gual education, and strict limits on immigration, among other 
measures, to shore up the domi- 

nant culture. As we will ex- 
plore in Chapter 10, these 
arguments are similar to 
those made a century ago 
when new Irish, Russian, 

Italian, Polish, and other 

European immigrants ar- 

rived in the United States 

in great numbers. Back 

then these ethnic cultures 

were seen as a threat to 
American values. 

Societies do need common ground—supplied by their 
cultures—to function successfully, and sociologists since 
Emile Durkheim have recognized this need. Nevertheless, 
cultures are also evolving constantly. Think about how global 
travel, electronic communications, the global economy, and 
widespread immigration have changed contemporary soci- 
ety. Already contemporary U.S. society has found many ways 
to accommodate the peaceful coexistence of diverse cultural 
traditions. 

In fact, culture can also be a basis for connection and ex- 
change in ways that help to prevent, or even heal, conflicts. 
Cross-cultural experiences—from reading the novels, studying 
the art, or learning about the cuisine of another culture to tray- 
eling to other countries, studying new languages, or hosting 
foreign visitors in your home or school—may provide a bridge 
that promotes greater understanding and improved relation- 
ships across national boundaries. Indeed, throughout history 
the trend has been in the direction of increased tolerance, ac- 
commodation, and appreciation among different cultures. 
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Emile Durkheim, whose work 
was influential for the proponents 
of functionalism, focused on social 
solidarity—on how cultural values 
serve to unite people. How do you 
see this process working today in 
multicultural societies like that 

of the United States? 


Cultural Activism 


Many people are understandably passionate about cultural is- 
sues, which often reflect their deepest concerns. As a result, 
people from across the political spectrum participate in a wide 
range of public activities aimed at promoting or contesting cul- 
turally specific ideas and practices. In this section, we briefly 
review three contemporary forms of cultural activism: organi- 
zations that promote cultural pride, religious fundamentalism, 
and anticorporate activism. 


CULTURAL PRIDE ORGANIZATIONS Incom- 
munities throughout the United States, a variety of civic or- 
ganizations maintain and promote particular cultures. They 
provide children with classes about their cultural heritage and 


sponsor festivals and other events celebrating their traditions. 
Because New York City is so ethnically diverse, activities cel- 
ebrating cultural pride take place throughout the city all year 
long, including the St. Patrick’s Day Parade in March, cele- 
brating the experiences of the Irish and Irish Americans; the 
Puerto Rican Day Parade in June; the West Indian Carnival in 
September, which celebrates Caribbean cultures and histories; 
and the Chinese New Year Parade in January or February. The 
idea of embracing and celebrating one’s cultural heritage has 
become firmly embedded in U.S. society as well as in many 
other countries. 


RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM A worldwide 


resurgence of religious belief among fundamentalists who be- 
lieve in the literal interpretation of sacred texts such as the Bible 
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AS In the past several decades, Christian conservatives have played 
an increasingly visible role in U.S. politics, often applying their inter- 
pretation of biblical teaching to contemporary social issues, such as 
abortion, and insisting that the United States should be considered 
a Christian nation. What are some of the potentially positive and 
negative consequences of intermingling religious faith with political 
activity? 
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and the Qur'an, represents another form of cultural activism. 
Whether at home or abroad, religious fundamentalists are us- 
ing their faith as the basis for their activism. They criticize the 
cultural values and practices of Western secular society and de- 
velop ways to preserve and promote their own cultural values. 

Islamic fundamentalists have challenged the export of 
Western culture to traditionally Muslim societies. They con- 
demn what they perceive as the hedonism and decadent life- 
styles promoted in such cultural products, themes that they 
say contradict Islamic teachings. They are especially angered 
by what they see as anti-Islamic media content. Pakistan, for 
example, ordered Internet providers to block Facebook in 2010 
because one of its pages promoted “Everybody Draw Moham- 
med Day’—an action that violates Islamic beliefs. The ban 
was lifted once the page was removed. Islamic fundamental- 
ists have turned to strict religious schooling and mass media, 
especially the Internet, to promote more traditional values and 
defend them against the onslaught of Western media. 

Similarly, in the United States, Christian fundamentalists 
have fought—unsuccessfully—to eliminate from the main- 
stream media sexual imagery, violence, positive portrayals 
of homosexuality, and other content they find objectionable 
and contrary to their religious teachings. At the same time, 
these activists promote their religious beliefs through home- 
schooling, religiously based private schools, religious radio and 
television broadcasting, and religious books, movies, pop mu- 
sic, and other media content. These efforts have had a signifi- 
cant impact on the political culture of the United States, where 
religious conservatives are a significant political and cultural 
force. 


ANTICORPORATE ACTIVISM The role corpora- 


tions play in shaping culture is a source of contention in many 
countries. Critics of corporate power in the United States and 
elsewhere, especially on the political left, engage in yet an- 
other form of cultural activism, protesting concentrated media 
ownership and an unregulated global economy. In the United 
States, anticorporate cultural activists have established small 
but vibrant independent media outlets for music, art, news, 
and other cultural products outside of the mainstream com- 
mercial corporate system. Groups such as the Media Founda- 
tion, with its signature magazine Adbusters, promote a form of 
activism called “culture jamming,” which refashions popular 
brand images to express a critical message about commercial 
culture, as in the example shown on this page. 


YOU'RE RUNNING nae 


BECAUSE YOU WANT THAT RAIS 
TO BE ALL YOU CAN BE. 


WHEN YOU 


WORK 


SIXTY HOURS A WEE 
MAKING SNEAKERS IN AN 
INDONESIAN FACT, 


ASK FOR A RAISE. 


GLOBALLY BEFORE 


on™ 
<> Culture jamming is a form of activism that attaches new and 


subversive meanings to well-known corporate brands, often rewrit- 
ing popular advertising campaigns. This example was produced by 
Adbusters. Complete with the Nike swoosh, it associates the Nike 
brand with slave labor—a powerful critique of Nike’s labor practices. 


Whether they are motivated by pride in a culture, by reli- 
gious belief, or by opposition to corporate power, campaigns by 
cultural activists often lead to passionate public expression and 
debate. Although many of the issues taken on by cultural activ- 
ists receive scant attention in mainstream public policy arenas, 
this form of activism often produces broad public discussion, 
testifying to the significance of culture in our everyday lives. 
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CULTURE AND GLOBALIZATION 


magine two twenty-something young women discussing 

their favorite television programs. “I enjoy watching Di- 

vorce Court,” says one. “I love Friends and Martin,” replies 

the other. “They are so real... . They show it how it is” 
(Miranda 2003). This exchange, overheard a few years ago, 
would be too ordinary to mention except for one thing: It 
took place not on Main Street, U.S.A., but rather in a CD 
shop in Nairobi, Kenya, in east Africa. 

Since 1990, television in Kenya has expanded from a 
single state-run station broadcasting a few hours a day to 
more than half a dozen channels operating in different parts 
of the country, some broadcasting twenty-four hours a day. 
Rarely, however, does the country’s rich and diverse mix of 
local cultures and some thirty indigenous languages figure 
in the programming on these channels. It is much cheaper to 
import foreign programs to fill the air time than to produce 
original programming, so viewers often have no choice but 
to watch Western—usually U.S.—programming. As a result, a 
generation of Kenyan youth has grown up watching reruns of 
old American television series and soap operas. 

Some Kenyans worry that this flood of Western media is 
washing away all that is distinct about their local cultures. As 
David Makali, director of the Media Institute in Nairobi, puts 
it, “In Kenya, TV has become a major avenue of cultural pro- 
motion, and it is really terrible the way Western culture has 
taken over. The people are being brainwashed, and we are 
losing out culturally” (Miranda 2003). 

Kenya is hardly alone. Much of the rest of the world has 
been experiencing a similar media-driven globalization of 
culture (Crothers 2009). And as in Kenya, media globaliza- 
tion has primarily meant a massive export of Western televi- 
sion, movies, music, and other cultural products to poorer 
nations that lack the resources or technological infrastruc- 
ture to support a large media industry of their own. These 
Western products are often popular, but they also generate 
resentment as a kind of foreign invasion that is displacing 
local cultural practices and challenging traditional values and 
lifeways. In addition, U.S. media products present a limited 
image that can leave audiences in foreign cultures with mis- 
conceptions about American society. 

The flood of U.S. media inundating foreign markets may 
have crested, however. Local media industries have begun 
competing for local audiences, and new digital media plat- 
forms such as YouTube and Facebook are providing new 
channels of distribution that challenge the dominance of 


a Satellite dishes bring commercial media products into even the 
remotest villages across the globe, such as this home in Laos, a coun- 
try in Southeast Asia. Because it is usually much cheaper to import 
Western programs than to produce new programming locally, many 
of the programs that people in poorer countries around the world 
see are imported from other cultures. 


foreign media and offer visibility to local productions that 
might otherwise be invisible. Locally produced programs, 
finely attuned to the local culture, tend to be very popular, 
and local producers have sometimes successfully competed 
with global media conglomerates by providing alternatives 
to the homogenized global fare. In Nigeria, for example, 
popular locally produced films circulate widely on home 
video, and in much of Latin America telenovelas (locally pro- 
duced romantic serials similar to soap operas) are among the 
most popular television programs (Akpabio and Mustapha- 
Lambe 2008; Flew 2007). Such projects are often produced 
on a shoe-string budget, however, and are unable to match 
the slick production values Western audiences often expect. 

The fusion of different cultural traditions into a new, cre- 
ative object or idea is as old as art itself. Today, the oppor- 
tunities for communication among cultures are greater than 
ever before. However, because of the imbalance between 
wealthy and poor parts of the globe, affluent countries have 
been doing most of the talking while hearing very little from 
other parts of the world. With today’s technologies, how- 
ever, artists in poor countries can feasibly begin to make 
themselves heard. 
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THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 
ABOUT... 


Culture 


Culture must be learned and can be thought of as all aspects of society that are 
transmitted socially, rather than biologically. Culture consists of both nonmaterial and 
material elements: values, beliefs, knowledge, and norms; symbols and language; behavior 


and objects. 


Our own culture can be so familiar to us that we often fail to recognize its various 
elements or even why it matters. A sociological approach illuminates the often hidden 
ways that culture helps to define our identities and our relationship to our broader 


communities. 


Sociologists have long paid attention to the assumptions built into any culture, arguing 
that what we take for granted is one of the keys to recognizing how culture and power are 


intertwined. 


Culture is highly diverse, varying across time and among different societies as well as 
within a single society. Unlike other animals whose social organization is instinctual, and 
therefore virtually identical wherever they are found, humans meet their basic needs by 
adopting a variety of culture-specific behaviors. 


Most societies contain a dominant culture, as well as a number of subcultures. These 
subcultures—including countercultures—often introduce innovation and change to 


mainstream culture. 


Living in a multicultural society gives us an opportunity to learn about and appreciate 
the rich diversity of human cultures. But diversity also brings challenges and problems; 
cultural differences are often the basis for inequality and conflict. 


REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


a Looking Back 


ak 


Culture is an essential part of social life. It must be taught 
and learned and exists only in the context of groups. 


The elements of culture include values, beliefs, knowledge, 
and norms (the ideas of culture); language and other forms 
of symbolic communication (for transmitting culture); and 
behaviors and material objects. 


Within each culture, there is a dominant ideology that 
generally supports the current social system and serves the 
interests of authorities. 


Most societies contain a dominant culture as well as a num- 
ber of subcultures and countercultures. 


Multiculturalism refers to the willingness to recognize, value, 
and protect the distinct cultures that make up a society. 


Ethnocentrism is the practice of judging another culture by 
the standards of one’s own. In contrast, cultural relativism is 
the practice of understanding a culture by its own standards. 


Examples of cultural activism include cultural pride or- 
ganizations, religious fundamentalism, and anticorporate 
activism. 


Media globalization has primarily taken the form of the 
massive export of Western—primarily U.S.—media prod- 
ucts to poorer nations. The flood of U.S. media may have 
crested, however, as local media industries have begun to 
take advantage of new digital technologies to compete for 
local audiences. 


a Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


1. Why is “culture” a core concept in sociology? How can the 
concept of culture help us to understand social life? 


2. Why do changes in today’s world make it especially impor- 
tant to understand the concept of culture? 


3. Imagine that, because of your sociological training, you 
have been chosen to select the items to be included in a time 
capsule for your community that will be opened 100 years 
from now. Assuming the time capsule is about the size of a 
large suitcase, what cultural artifacts would you choose to 


BE Key Terms 


behaviors (p. 68) the actions associated with a group that help to 
reproduce a distinct way of life. 

beliefs (p. 63) the specific convictions or opinions that its people 
generally accept as being true. 

counterculture (p. 74) a subculture that champions values and 
lifestyles distinctly opposed to those of the dominant culture. 

cultural lag (p. 65) the ways that new technological develop- 
ments often outpace the norms that govern our collective 
experiences with these new technologies. 

cultural object (p. 70) a physical item that is created by and as- 
sociated with people who share a culture. 

cultural relativism (p. 77) the practice of understanding a cul- 
ture by its own standards. 

culture (p. 59) the collection of values, beliefs, knowledge, 
norms, language, behaviors, and material objects shared by a 


people and socially transmitted from generation to generation. 


culture shock (p. 64) the experience of being disoriented be- 
cause of a lack of knowledge about an unfamiliar social 
situation. 

culture war (p. 62) an intense disagreement about core values 
and moral positions. 

dialect (p. 68) a variant of a language with its own distinc- 
tive accent, vocabulary, and in some cases grammatical 
characteristics. 

dominant culture (p. 71) a culture that permeates a society and 
that represents the ideas and practices of those in positions of 
power. 

dominant ideology (p. 70) a widely held and regularly rein- 
forced set of assumptions that generally support the current 
social system and serve the interests of authorities. 

ethnocentrism (p. 76) the practice of judging another culture by 
the standards of one’s own. 

folkways (p. 66) group habits or customs that are common in a 
given culture. 

high culture (p. 74) cultural forms associated with elites that are 
widely recognized as valuable and legitimate. 

ideal culture (p. 68) what the members of a culture report to be 
their values, beliefs, and norms. 


represent your “way of life”? Explain why you believe these 
items are the most important. 


4. Suppose you live in a foreign country and know little about 
the United States. Watch an hour of prime-time television 
and take careful notes about what you have learned about 
U.S. society. Were the media images you saw an accurate 
representation of U.S. society? Why or why not? What les- 
sons about the United States might the export of such cul- 
tural products be teaching people in other societies? 


ideology (p. 70) a system of meaning that helps define and explain 
the world and that makes value judgments about that world. 

knowledge (cultural) (p. 64) the range of information, aware- 
ness, and understanding that helps us navigate our world. 

language (p. 66) an elaborate system of symbols that allows 
people to communicate with one another in complex ways. 

material culture (p. 59) the physical objects produced by people 
in a particular culture, including tools, clothing, toys, works 
of art, and housing. 

mores (p. 66) norms that are strictly enforced, with potentially 
severe penalties for violating them. 

multiculturalism (p. 75) the recognition, valuing, and protec- 
tion of the distinct cultures that make up a society. 

nonmaterial culture (p. 59) the ideas of a culture, including 
values and beliefs, accumulated knowledge about how to 
understand and navigate the world, and standards or “norms” 
about appropriate behavior. 

norms (p. 65) a culture’s rules and expectations for “appropriate” 
behavior. 

popular culture (p. 74) cultural forms that are widespread and 
commonly embraced within a society. 

real culture (p. 68) what members of a culture actually do, 
which may or may not reflect the ideal. 

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (p. 68) the idea that because of their 
different cultural content and structure, languages affect how 
their speakers think and behave. 

society (p. 59) a group of people who live together in a specific 
territory and share a culture. 

subculture (p. 71) cultures associated with smaller groups in 
society that have distinct norms, values, and lifestyles setting 
them apart from the dominant culture. 

symbol (p. 66) anything—a sound, a gesture, an image, an 
object—that represents something else. 

value (p. 60) a deeply held principle or standard that people use 
to make judgments about the world, especially in deciding 
what is desirable or worthwhile. 

xenophobia (p. 77) an unreasonable fear or hatred of foreigners 
or people of a different culture. 
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Social Structure 


CHAPTER 4 


— 


n the first day of a new term, you enter your Introductory Sociology classroom a few minutes 
early, look around for familiar faces, and wave to a couple of friends. Taking an empty seat that faces 
the front of the room, you pull a notebook and pen out of your backpack and make small talk with 
the person next to you. 

A few minutes later, a woman enters the classroom carrying a stack of books and papers. She 
walks to the front, drops her papers on the only desk that faces the back of the classroom, and looks 
at you and your classmates. You end your conversation and give her your attention. The woman turns 
to write her name on the blackboard, then faces the class and introduces herself. You sit quietly while 
she reviews the class schedule and assignments. After a few minutes, you raise your hand and, when 
called upon by the woman, you ask a question about one of the assignments, which she answers. 
About forty-five minutes later, the woman finishes speaking—her presentation has lasted for almost 
the entire period—and dismisses the class. You pack up your gear and head for the door, chatting 
with your friends as you leave the classroom. 

Your first day of class was probably fairly similar to this hypothetical account. Even if you and 
your classmates had never seen your sociology professor before and were uncertain about what to 
expect in a sociology class, that first day of class probably went smoothly. But why do occasions such 


as this one generally follow predictable patterns, even when the people involved have never met? 


oo 
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To put this question a different way, why do people 
understand the norms, the implicit rules and expectations, 
of different social settings (classroom, workplace, concert 
hall, dinner table)? How did you know what to do when you 
entered the classroom? Why did you sit in a chair facing the 
front of the room instead of the one facing the back? Why 
didn’t you write your name on the blackboard? Why did you 
stop talking when the woman looked at the class? @ 


s you may recall from Chapter 1, a basic insight of soci- 

ology is that there are patterns to social life. These recur- 

ring patterns of behavior make up what sociologists call 

social structure. You knew what to do on the first day 
of class because you are familiar with the social structure of the 
classroom. In fact, you probably know it so well that you don’t 
even have to think about it. You sat in one of the chairs facing 
the front because that’s where students sit. And you probably 
never considered writing your name on the board because you 
know that such behavior would violate basic expectations of 
how a classroom operates. In other words, your behavior on 
that first day of class was constrained by your understanding of 
the social structure of the classroom. 

That same social structure allowed the class to function in 
the first place. Since students and the professor knew what 
was expected of them, they were able to accomplish the task 
at hand. Structure, then, constrains social behavior by putting 
limits on it, but it also enables social behavior by providing a 
context within which people can interact. At the same time, 
you had plenty of room to maneuver within this structure. You 
chose where to sit and how much, if at all, to pay attention 
to your instructor, take notes, and ask questions. You could 
have chosen to violate classroom expectations by arriving late, 
interrupting the professor, or texting your friends. Although 
the social structure of the classroom certainly shaped how you 
behaved, you still had the capacity for action, the ability to 
operate independent of social constraints, whether or not such 
action conformed to classroom expectations. 

The concepts of structure and action can help us to under- 
stand the dynamic relationship between well-established pat- 
terns of behavior and the human capacity to act in new and 
sometimes unexpected ways. The concept of structure allows 
us to analyze the patterns and regularities in social life. At the 
same time, we are not just pawns playing out predetermined 
roles within the context of social structure. Although social 
structure shapes our behavior, expectations, and beliefs, it does 
not fully determine them. 

This chapter begins with a discussion of the important con- 
cept of structure, including the various levels at which we can 
analyze social structure. We then turn to a discussion of ac- 
tion, focusing on the ways in which people act in different so- 
cial contexts. Finally, we conclude the chapter by examining 
the changing structure of news production in the digital age. 


Structure 


We all know a great deal about the social structure of the var- 
ious communities in which we live. As we discuss in Chapter 
6, we acquire this knowledge as part of the process of so- 
cialization through which we learn our culture’s basic norms, 
values, beliefs, and behaviors. That’s why you knew what to 
do on the first day of class; you knew the basic rules and 
expectations—the patterns—of the classroom. If you think 
about it, you can probably begin to define the structure of 
your family, your neighborhood, your work place, or your 
school. What are the unspoken agreements about people’s ob- 
ligations and responsibilities, who regularly talks with whom, 
and how are decisions made? When you can identify these 
kinds of patterns, you are well on your way to understanding 
social structure. 


Seeing Social Structure 


Social structure is invisible—we cannot see it with the naked 
eye. But with a little knowledge of what to look for, we can 
map the contours of social structure in different social settings. 
At the micro level, we might look at the structure of interaction 
between two people or within small groups. At the meso level, 
we might look at the structure of an organization such as a 
school or a business. At the macro level, we might focus on the 
structure of inequality between developing and industrialized 
nations. In all these cases, we have two interconnected goals: 
to describe underlying patterns and to make connections be- 
tween these patterns and people’s actions and beliefs. Thinking 
sociologically helps you to see both how social structure shapes 
everyday life as well as how individual actions help to shape 
social structure. 

If we cannot touch it or see it, though, how can we be confi- 
dent that social structure is real? For one thing, a vast amount 
of research shows that social life is made up of patterned, rou- 
tine behaviors. These routines can change, but they tend to be 
enduring. These more or less predictable routines are the heart 
of what sociologists call social institutions, the major arenas of 
social life in which durable routines and patterns of behavior take 
place. Social institutions include government, schools, busi- 
nesses, and religious institutions, among others. We explore 
these social institutions in Chapters 12-17 of this book. 

Thinking about what life would be like without it can help 
us to “see” social structure. Daily life would be full of uncer- 
tainty: you would not know what to expect or how to meet 
your ordinary human needs for food, clothing, and shelter. 
When Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans in August 2005, 


—_— ~~ “thinking aboutstructure 


Can you see patterns associated with economic inequality, racial discrimination, 
and sexism when you encounter it? In Chapters 9, 10, and 11, we explore the structure 
of inequality in relation to class, race, and gender. 


a4injyInsys jei20g Bulpueyssapuy 


oo 
| 


CHAPTER4 Social Structure 


<> When the social structure is disrupted, we become keenly aware of its existence. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 
late August 2005, residents of New Orleans and nearby areas had to grapple with the absence of clear rules and norms. Some 
took it upon themselves to create their own rules. Others used their own resources to help rescue neighbors. 


the routine patterns of social life in that city were thrown into 
disarray (Clarke 2006; Lukes 2006). When the levees failed, 
streets turned into rivers, rooftops became shelter, and resi- 
dents found that they were refugees in their own city. 

During those frightening days, the social structure in the 
city seemed to collapse temporarily. Tens of thousands of peo- 
ple sought refuge in the New Orleans Superdome and the city’s 
convention center. Because they did not form an established 
community, the people gathered in these buildings had little 
shared understanding of how to arrange for privacy and secu- 
rity or how to distribute scarce supplies. The normal patterns 
of authority were disrupted because officials—including the 
local police, the mayor of New Orleans, the governor of Loui- 
siana, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency—did 
not have a clear understanding of what had happened or how 
to respond. Social norms were suspended: Was stealing food 
or batteries from a store allowable in an emergency? Was it all 
right to break in to an empty house for shelter? Even normally 
mundane patterns of behavior, such as personal hygiene, had 
to be reinvented as residents struggled to find bathroom facili- 
ties, clean water, and clean clothes. 

Let’s return to the classroom example that opened this chap- 
ter. What would school be like if students and teachers were re- 
quired to start each class from scratch every day? When would 
you arrive and where would you sit? Who would speak and 
when would they speak? How would each person prepare for 
class, and who would lead it? Would there even be any school? 
Without set patterns of behavior, each day would involve new 
negotiations about what to do and how to behave, with little 
time left to accomplish much. Fortunately, most of our day- 
to-day interactions follow more or less patterned scripts. The 
total of all these patterns is what we mean by social structure. 
As the Sociology Works box shows, the ability to understand 
social structure can be of great practical value, sometimes in 
unexpected ways. 
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Creating and Changing 
Social Structure 


We usually experience social structure as solid and unchang- 
ing: patterns of everyday life that seem permanent, natural, 
and inevitable. As individuals we cannot change these pat- 
terns—you couldn't simply decide that the correct dress code 
for a formal dinner is a bathing suit. But sociological insight 
shows that the patterns that make up social structure are not 
natural, unchanging, or inevitable. Instead, they are the result 
of human action, and humans can therefore change them. Peo- 
ple who came before us established these patterns, and by our 
actions and choices we can help to reproduce—or potentially 
alter—them. 

For example, by attending a conventional class as part of 
your daily routine, you help to reproduce the current structure 
of the college classroom. However, when students and teachers 
experiment with different classroom structures—with, for ex- 
ample, students as co-teachers, small-group learning exercises, 
or collaborative student-faculty projects—they are taking part 
in a process that might create new expectations and different 
patterns of behavior. 

In addition, social structures vary over time and from one 
culture to another. In fact, one of the best ways to understand 
the structure of a society is to compare it to other societies or 
other time periods. 

The social structure of childcare, for example, differs radi- 
cally among cultures. Take diapers. Virtually all parents in 
the United States diaper their newborn babies, changing their 
diapers several times a day until the children are toilet-trained, 
commonly between the ages of two and three. Whether they 
use cloth or disposable diapers, American parents expect babies 
to wear diapers and consider them to be a necessity. However, 
most babies in the world do not wear diapers—and they never 
have. Instead, babies and toddlers commonly go naked from 


SOCIOLOGY worxs 


Brian Reed and the Hunt for Saddam Hussein 


tationed in Iraq from March 2003 to March 2004, where 

he served as operations officer in the 1st Brigade, 4th In- 

fantry Division, sociologist Brian Reed found a number of 

ways to apply his sociological training. One of the most 
dramatic came in December 2003, when Reed used his knowl- 
edge of social structure to help plan the military operation that 
led to the capture of deposed Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein. Reed 
analyzed the structure of Hussein’s social networks, building | 
what he calls “link diagrams” to illustrate the ties among all the 
people in the network (Hougham 2005; Reed and Segal 2006). 
Link diagrams are, in essence, visual maps of social structure, 
emphasizing connections and communications among people. In 
this case, they led the U.S. military to individuals who ultimately 
helped them find the former dictator. 

Reed believes that the sociological imagination has valuable 
military applications, and he advocates train- 
ing in sociology for all military officers. 
Social structure is a particularly impor- 


“Sociology applies to 


U.S. military police and the 
Iraqi national police. Standard 
U.S. military procedures do not 
fit daily routines in Iraq, which 
include frequent calls to prayer 
and a generally slower pace 

of life. In these kinds of joint 
operations, the ability to un- 
derstand local social structure, 
Reed has noted, becomes an 


essential skill. eae 
H nie alee 
Knowledge of social struc- = —; 
ture can also be useful in plan- - 


ning military strategy. During 
his time in Iraq, Reed used 
sociological Brian Reed 
tools to 
understand the connections among vari- 


tant sociological concept for soldiers to all facets of my profession. 4/9 ous opposition forces and to determine 


understand. When American soldiers are 
stationed abroad, in unfamiliar situations, 


Leadership, relationships, 


the social structure of the Iraqi insur- 
gency. In a congressional briefing after his 


they have little knowledge of the tradi- cultu re: dive rsity, and social return to the United States, Reed pointed 
tions, assumptions, and daily routines of networks are just a handful of out several ways in which sociological 


the local population. What these soldiers 


tools were helpful. For example, identify- 


need, Reed points out, is training in the relevant topics applicable to _ ing the structure of insurgent forces gives 
social structure of the societies where measa professional soldier, military commanders practical informa- 
they are deployed so that they can better tion on the organization and tendencies 
understand both allies and enemies. and are all areas enhanced by ofthese groups. It also helps command- 
During the Vietnam War, the U.S. my sociology training.” ers make informed predictions about how 


military had a very limited understand- 

ing of the routines and patterns—the social 

structure—of Vietnamese society. Hundreds of thousands of U.S. 
soldiers fought in Vietnam, but most lacked even a rudimentary 
understanding of Vietnamese language, culture, or history or of 
the patterns that structure everyday life in Vietnam. More re- 
cently, U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq have struggled with 
a similar lack of familiarity with local society. For example, Reed 
described the challenges in establishing a joint operation by the 


these forces will respond on the battlefield. 


think about it 


1. How might an understanding of social structure be useful in 
averting war or other types of conflict? 

2. In what other contexts would the kind of link diagrams Reed 
describes be useful? 


the waist down or wear open-crotch split pants. The structure 
of parenting in societies where babies do not wear diapers is 
different from the structure of parenting in the United States. 
Meredith Small, who studies cross-cultural parenting prac- 
tices, explains that children in diaper-less societies are almost 
always physically connected to a caregiving adult: “With bare 
bottoms, they ride on the hip or back and it’s easy to feel when 
they need to go” (Small 2005, A23). 

To see how social structures vary over time within the 
same culture, consider gender expectations. The experiences of 


women and men in the United States in the early twenty-first 
century are far different from those of the mid-twentieth cen- 
tury. Opportunities for women were significantly more limited 
at that time than they are today. As recently as the early 1960s, 
most middle-class American women were expected to marry 
young, change their last names, have children, and focus their 
attention on their families and households. Men played a very 
limited role in childrearing but were expected to support the 
family. Bank accounts and home deeds were generally issued 
in the name of the male breadwinner. Childcare centers and 
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parental leave from work were virtually nonexistent. Women 
who did work outside the home were likely to face significant 
discrimination in the workplace. 

Now fast-forward fifty years to the early twenty-first cen- 
tury. Expectations for both men and women have changed 
substantially. Although many women work at home to care for 
children, most women in the United States now work outside 
the home, and men are likely to play an active role in rais- 
ing children and doing domestic chores. Women who attend 
college are likely to share the career ambitions of their male 
classmates. 

In short, the expected patterns of beliefs and behavior asso- 
ciated with gender in the United States (that is, the structure of 
gender) have changed significantly. What seemed natural and 
inevitable a generation or two ago now seems artificial and out- 
dated, as we discuss further in Chapter 11. 

This change occurred through the cumulative actions of 
many individuals—sometimes acting by themselves and some- 
times acting collectively. Once again we see the dynamic rela- 
tionship between structure and action: human action creates 
structure, but that structure then shapes subsequent action. 
Future action will reafirm, modify, or radically change exist- 
ing social structures. Understanding this interplay of structure 
and action is central to the sociological perspective. 


Statuses and Roles: 
Connecting Everyday Life 
and Social Structure 


Social structure is rooted in the everyday activity of individu- 
als in a society. Sociologists use two key concepts—status and 
role—to help understand what links people to one another and 
to the patterns that constitute social structure. For sociologists, 
status refers to a position in a social system that can be occupied 
by an individual. We all occupy various statuses, or social posi- 
tions. For example, you are a student, and you may also be a 
daughter or son, a classmate, an employee, a roommate, an 
athlete, or a musician. 

A status can be either ascribed or achieved. Ascribed 
statuses are those that are assigned to us from birth, re- 
gardless of our wishes or abilities. Achieved statuses are 
those that we attain voluntarily, to a considerable degree, 
as the result of our own efforts. For example, in England 
at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, 
Prince Charles and his son William both occupied the 
ascribed status of member of the royal family and heir 
to the throne; in the United States, Barack Obama held 
the achieved status of president. He also occupied the as- 
cribed racial status of African American. 

In contrast, roles are the sets of expected behaviors associ- 
ated with particular statuses. For example, the basic role of 
someone occupying the student status is to attend class, com- 
plete assignments, and show a certain measure of respect for 
teachers and other students. One reason you know what to do 
on the first day of class is that you are familiar with the student 
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role. After all, by the time you enter college, you've had many 
years to learn it. 

To see how structure shapes your behavior and sense of self, 
think about how easily you adopt specific roles in different 
social situations. Figure 4.1 illustrates a few common statuses 
and the groups and social institutions associated with them. 
Your status as student and the role you are expected to play in 
this position connects you to the social institution of schools 
and education. You occupy a variety of statuses in relation to 
your family—sibling, son or daughter, perhaps parent—and 
perform a variety of associated roles. As you perform these and 
other roles, they embed you within social institutions and so- 
cial structures. The statuses you occupy and the roles you play 
are your concrete connections to society. 

Roles shape your life by clarifying what is expected of you 
in different contexts. Members of a social group share similar 
expectations about each member’s role so that as individuals 
interact, their roles are reinforced. To varying degrees, you 
internalize the components of your roles. Indeed, some roles 
become so comfortable that you hardly perceive the ways in 
which they constrain your actions. In fact, roles become part of 
your sense of self. You would say, “I am a student,” not “I play 
the role of a student.” 

When you adopt a new role, however, you can be acutely 
aware of the pressures it places on you. Think about how it feels 
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‘ww FIGURE 4.1 | STATUSES, ROLES, AND INSTITUTIONS 
People occupy various statuses and play a variety of different roles 
that connect them to social groups and larger institutions. What 
statuses do you occupy and what roles do you play? 
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to start a job, for example. During the first few days, the expec- 
tations associated with your newly occupied status are likely to 
be unclear or even confusing. Eventually, though, by following 
instructions, watching other employees, and getting feedback 
on your own efforts, you learn your role. 

‘The concept of a role explains how an individual’s behavior 
conforms to a general pattern yet is capable of change as a re- 
sult of social forces. The expectations associated with a role are 
not rigid, nor do they dictate specific behaviors. The student 
role, for example, permits a range of behavior. You can prob- 
ably miss a class once in a while. You might be less attentive 
in class some days and more obviously engaged on other days. 
Some students ask a lot of questions whereas others tend to 
remain silent in class. However, there are limits. If you violate 
basic norms of the student role by, say, neglecting to do as- 
signed readings or not studying before an exam, you will even- 
tually be unable to perform your role adequately. And if you 
turn in a plagiarized paper or fail to attend class at all, your be- 
havior may temporarily or even permanently remove you from 
student status. 

Roles change over time, as we saw earlier in the case of 
gender roles. The parent role has also changed significantly 
during the past fifty years. If you have grandparents or neigh- 
bors in their seventies or eighties, they can tell you what it 
was like to be parents in the 1960s and 1970s, when many 
mothers worked in the home. As the number of single-parent 
households and two-career families has increased, parents 
have adapted to the changing structure of work. Many work- 
ing parents now outsource much of the day-to-day caretaking 
of small children, either in childcare centers, with relatives, or 
with in-home caregivers. In middle-class families, children’s 
time is often scheduled so heavily that parents find it is part of 
their role to shuttle their children from 
one activity to the next. As a result of 
these changes, the definition of what it 
means to be a “good parent” and what 
children, employers, and schools expect 
from parents has begun to change, as 
well (Nelson 2010). 

Because they connect us to social in- 
stitutions such as the family, school, and 
work on a micro level, statuses and roles 
are key to understanding the way people 
interact in groups and organizations, 
and we explore them in more detail in 
Chapter 7. As the concepts of ascribed 
and achieved status suggest, however, 
statuses and roles are also involved in 
the way structure intersects with power at the micro, meso, 
and macro levels to produce inequality (for example, compare 
the status of a corporate CEO to that of a migrant farm worker 
or the status of a sociology professor to that of a sociology stu- 
dent). For this reason, we visit these concepts again in Chapter 
5, on power. 

Structure is pervasive throughout social life at the micro, 
meso, and macro levels. Let’s examine each level in turn. 


Interaction: Finding 
Patterns 


In Chapter 3 we defined society as a group of people who live 
together in a specific territory and share a culture. As the pio- 
neering German sociologist Georg Simmel (1858-1918) ex- 
plained, those people regularly interact with each other in ways 
that form patterns. These patterns of interaction endure over 
time, becoming so routine that they seem to take on their own 
existence independent of the individuals who create them. For 
Simmel (1964), these face-to-face, micro-level interactions are 
the building blocks that shape a society. Two methods sociolo- 
gists use to examine micro-level social interactions are ethno- 
methodology and conversation analysis. 


Ethnomethodology 


Think of your daily routines. With whom do you interact after 
you wake up in the morning? How do you get to school or 
work and with whom do you interact on the way? With whom 
do you interact during your day and in what way? In the eve- 
ning? Sociologists analyze social structure at the micro level 
by focusing on the patterns and regularities that emerge from 
such routine daily activities. Some sociologists contend that we 
construct social structure on a regular basis, working with oth- 
ers collectively to make sense of the chaotic social world that 
confronts us every day (Garfinkel 1967). Ethnomethodology, 
an approach that examines the methods 
people use to make sense of their daily ac- 
tivities, emphasizes the ways in which we 
collectively create social structure in our 
everyday activities. Ethnomethodolo- 
gists believe that social structure exists 
precisely because we are constantly cre- 
ating it as we construct and reconstruct 
social order in our daily routines. 
Harold Garfinkel (1917-2011) and 
his colleagues sought to reveal these 
micro-level social structures through 
breaching experiments, controlled so- 
cial situations in which the individuals 
involved intentionally break social rules, 
violating basic norms and patterns of be- 
havior. By breaking rules to which we generally don’t pay much 
attention until they are violated, breaching experiments pro- 
vide creative and often humorous illustrations of micro-level 
social structure. For example, Garfinkel once had his students 
act like visitors rather than family members when they returned 
to their parents’ homes during a school vacation. The students 
quickly identified underlying patterns of behavior between 
parents and children as their parents reacted to their children’s 
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strange—and surprisingly polite—behavior. In another study, 
Garfinkel had researchers at a grocery store take items out of 
other people’s shopping carts. When puzzled shoppers con- 
fronted them, the researchers 

responded that it was more 
convenient simply to take 

items from another shop- 

pers cart than to search 

the crowded store shelves. 

Shoppers were surprised 

by and sometimes angry at 

this behavior—expecting 

an apology as well as an 
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Ethnomethodology emphasizes 
the daily activity through which we 
construct and reconstruct social 
structure. What aspects of your 
daily life are ruled by patterns of 
behavior that you simply follow 
without thinking about them? How 


might you reveal those patterns? explanation for it—reveal- 


ing a widespread under- 

standing that items “belong” 

to a shopper once they’ve been placed in a cart, even though 
the shopper has not yet purchased them. 

As these examples show, by violating everyday social norms, 
breaching experiments expose the unstated social rules that 
structure countless aspects of social life but that are often vis- 
ible only when they are broken. 


Conversation Analysis 


Another micro-level approach to social structure focuses on the 
ways we talk to one another—the structure of talk. Conversa- 
tion analysis is 2 method of analyzing the patterns in face-to-face 
conversation that produce the smooth, back-and-forth turn-taking 
of such exchanges. All talk is organized and ordered—from in- 
formal conversations among friends to more formal types of 
communication, such as a consultation between a doctor and a 
patient. In other words, conversation has an underlying struc- 
ture. Even if you are not consciously aware of how talk is orga- 
nized, you probably adhere to a set of widely shared assump- 
tions about the give-and-take of conversation—assumptions 
that may differ from one social setting to another. 

For example, think about conversations you may have had 
recently with a family member, one of your professors, and a 


manager during a job interview. Each conversation no doubt 
had a different structure. You are so familiar with the structure 
of talk in different settings that you can quickly shift gears 
from freewheeling banter with friends to intimate conversation 
with a romantic partner to classroom discussion mode. You 
can do this because talk is not a random activity but is instead 
rooted in a set of patterns—what we call structure—that gen- 
erally do not have to be articulated. 

Sociologists use conversation analysis to examine the under- 
lying structure of social interaction. For example, as you ap- 
proach a classmate on campus, you might ask a question like 
“How's it going?” Both of you know, however, that you are 
not asking for a substantive reply about how your classmate is 
feeling. Your question is more like a polite greeting. Were you 
to pause to give a full and honest reply each time an acquain- 
tance asked you, “How’s it going?” you would be violating a 
basic expectation of casual conversation. Of course, in other 
social settings—at a funeral or in a hospital, for example—the 
same question becomes a sincere expression of concern, and 
the questioner expects a full reply. You can navigate these dif- 
ferent situations because you and the people you are speaking 
with know the patterns and expectations of interaction in dif- 
ferent social settings. 

In an interesting use of conversation analysis, sociologists 
Steven Clayman and John Heritage (2002) showed that news 
interviews share a similar structure, even though each program 
has a different host, guests, audience, and set of topics. No 
matter what the host and guest talk about, the basic routines 
and patterns are similar. For example, news interviews follow 
a specific turn-taking process that is different from everyday 
conversation. The interviewer asks questions, and the guest is 
expected to respond to those specific questions. In addition, 
news interviews are produced for what Clayman and Heritage 
call “an overhearing audience,” and the interview is conducted 
by a host who maintains a neutral position. Furthermore, the 
host (interviewer), the guest (interviewee), and the audience are 
well aware of these patterns and routines. The structure of the 
news interview constrains the behavior of both interviewer and 
interviewee and shapes the expectations of their audience. 


«» Patterns of talk are not the same in different social settings. How is the structure of talk different when you are hanging 


out with your friends compared to when you are conversing with your doctor? 


Several years ago, however, Jon Stewart of Comedy Cen- 
tral’s The Daily Show violated these norms. He turned the 
tables on Tucker Carlson and Paul Begala, the hosts of the 
CNN interview show Crossfire, when he started asking them 
questions about their program, something guests on a news 
program rarely do: 


PAUL BEGALA: He’s either the funniest smart guy on 
TV or the smartest funnyman. We'll find out which 
in a minute. But he’s certainly an Emmy Award win- 
ner, the host of Comedy Central’s Daily Show and 
the coauthor of the new mega best-seller America (The 
Book): A Citizen's Guide to Democracy Inaction, at your 
bookstores everywhere. 


Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the CROSSFIRE 


Jon Stewart. 
JON STEWART: Thank you. 
TUCKER CARLSON: Thank you for joining us. 


STEWART: Thank you very much. That was very kind of 
you to say. Can I say something very quickly? Why do 
we have to fight? 


STEWART: Why do you argue, the two of you? 
(LAUGHTER) 

STEWART: I hate to see it. 

CARLSON: We enjoy it. 

STEWART: Let me ask you a question. 
CARLSON: Well, let me ask you a question first. 


Jon Stewart’s memorable appearance on C7ossfire revealed 
the hidden structure in the conventions of talk-show inter- 
views. A convention is a practice or technique that is widely used 
in a particular social setting. For example, you probably know 
the conventions associated with a job interview, even if you've 
never been on one. And you know the conventions associated 
with standing in a line at a store or fast-food restaurant (even 
if you find all the waiting frustrating). You quickly learn new 
conventions as you become connected to new social worlds. If, 
for example, you were to go to a “speed dating” event—where 
singles meet and talk with a dozen or more potential dates in 
quick, five to ten minute conversations—or you were called to 
testify in a courtroom, you would quickly see how the conven- 
tions of talk operate in that particular setting. 
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Structure 


Conducting breaching experiments and analyzing conversa- 
tions can reveal a great deal about patterns of behavior among 
individuals. By shifting our analysis to the meso level, however, 
we can examine how structure works in organizations. 
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a Jon Stewart’s appearance on CNN’s series Crossfire in October 
2004 became a big story because Stewart violated some of the basic 
rules of the news interview: he criticized the hosts of the show and 
began asking questions of them. 


Organizations and Structure 


We all live in and around a vast array of organizations, large and 
small, from households, schools, and businesses to workplaces, 
government agencies, and media organizations. The sociological 
perspective helps us to understand how organizational structure 
shapes our lives and how our daily activities help us to negotiate, 
reafhirm, and sometimes revise this structure. Organizational 
structure refers to the rules and routines, both formal and infor- 
mal, that shape daily activity within organizations. If you think 
about the structures of the different organizations you deal with 
or know about, you will probably think of the various roles peo- 
ple play in these settings and the norms and expectations of dif- 
ferent groups. For example, the structure of your school includes 
the roles played by administrators, custodial and maintenance 
staff, professors, and students. Each group has specific norms 
and expectations associated with a specific role. 

Examples of formal rules include codes of conduct and job 
descriptions. Informal rules and routines include agreements 
among groups of employees about how best to share office 
space or computers, the allotment of cooking and cleaning 
chores among family members, and the regular but unstated 
ways that students and faculty communicate with one another. 
As the Through a Sociological Lens box on page 94 shows, one 
aspect of organizational structure—the way that information 
flows within the organization—can sometimes be a matter of 


life or death. 


Structure and Communication 
Within Organizations 


By paying attention to organizational structure, we can gain 
fresh insight into unlikely occurrences. Consider the two 
space shuttle tragedies: the postlaunch explosion of the shuttle 
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Looking at Organizational Structure and School Violence 


teenage boys shot and killed twelve students and a teacher 

and injured more than twenty others before turning their 

weapons on themselves. Since that deadly incident, school 
violence has been an issue of national concern. The scale of the 
attack at Columbine made it, at the time, the worst incident of 
school violence in American history. But Columbine was only the 
deadliest of the more than two-dozen school shootings that took 
place in the United States in the 1990s and early 2000s. In 2007, 
a twenty-three-year-old student shot and killed two students in a 
dormitory and thirty more people in a classroom at Virginia Tech 
before killing himself, an incident even deadlier than Columbine 
that raised new concerns about guns and violence on college 
campuses. 

As school officials, survivors, and victims’ families have strug- 
gled to explain such incidents, one question lingers: Why didn’t 
anyone see warning signs that these students were preparing to kill 
their classmates? After each incident, community members seek to 
understand how students could commit such terrible crimes. 

The concept of organizational structure can help us better 
understand why those who perpetrate school violence so often 
escape the notice of school officials until they commit their 
deadly acts. Sociologist Katherine Newman and her graduate 
students traveled to two communities that experienced school 
shootings in the late 1i990s—Jonesboro, Arkansas, and West Pa- 
ducah, Kentucky—where they talked with teachers, parents, and 
students in the local communities. 


n 1999 at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, two 


eas 


In both cases, Newman (2004) found that there were plenty 
of warning signs that the students who shot their classmates 
were troubled—including violent writings, threats to classmates, 
prior disciplinary problems, and mistreatment of animals—but 
teachers and school officials systematically missed or misread 
these danger signals. The cause, according to Newman, was a 
communication problem that she calls “information loss” that 
resulted from the organizational structure of the schools. 

As we have noted, organizational structure refers to the rou- 
tines that shape the daily activity within an organization. Stan- 
dard routines and practices in schools that promote information 
loss help to explain why teachers and school officials often do 
not recognize troubled students. For example, since school of- 
ficials commonly believe that students transferring or advancing 
from one school to another should have the chance to make a 
fresh start, disciplinary records do not follow students from one 
school to the next. As a result, a middle school principal usually 
does not share information about a troubled student with a high 
school principal. Similarly, strict boundaries between school and 
community generally prevent school officials from learning of 
disciplinary or criminal incidents that happen outside of school. 
In addition, teachers in most middle schools and high schools see 
the students for only about forty-five minutes each day, and few 
teachers get to know students outside of the classroom. All these 
factors contribute to a situation in which information about 
troubled students is fragmented, with any one individual learning 
only pieces of a larger story. 

Given the organizational structure of schools, the depth of a 
student’s alienation and anger often gets lost in the boundaries 
that limit communication. Therefore, these students commonly 
go unnoticed until they commit a disruptive and violent act. By 
determining how the organizational structure of a typical school 
contributes to information loss about troubled kids, experts 
can suggest ways to restructure the flow of information so that 
students with severe emotional problems are less likely to fall 
through the cracks. 


think about it 


1. Do you think that the organizational structure of your high 
school could produce the kind of information loss Newman 
uncovered in her research? Explain why or why not. 


2. What do you think schools and communities can do to share 
information more fully in an effort to prevent school violence? 
Is it possible to restructure the flow of information without 
encroaching on the privacy of students and families? 
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Challenger in 1986 and the disinte- 
gration during reentry into earth’s 
atmosphere of the shuttle Colum- 
bia in 2003. In each case, NASA 
engineers were able to pinpoint Q 
the specific technical problem 

that caused the fatal accident: an o- 
ring failure for Challenger and foam debris 
for Columbia. Identifying the source of the 
problem is only part of the picture, however. 
That’s because, as sociologist Diane Vaughan 
(1996, 2003) shows in her meticulous research, 
NASA engineers were well aware of the technical 
problems that caused the shuttle accidents. What 
needs explaining, then, is how and why NASA proceeded 
with the launch of each of these space shuttles, even though 
safety problems in both cases were well known. 

This issue is far more complex than it may seem initially. 
Vaughan shows that people in NASA’s chain of command ad- 
hered to safety rules and followed appropriate procedures as 
they certified that each shuttle was ready for launch. In both 
cases, NASA engineers discussed potential hazards and ofh- 
cially defined them as acceptable risks, following standard op- 
erating procedure. Instead of looking for rule violations, then, 
Vaughan explains that we can learn a great deal about the roots 
of the space shuttle disasters by looking at NASA’s organiza- 
tional structure. In both cases, NASA’s complex and hierarchi- 
cal organization prevented detailed knowledge of the risk from 
making its way to those ultimately responsible for authorizing 
the launch. 

Instead of an organization that promoted free-flowing com- 
munication between the engineers and managers stationed at 
various locations, Vaughan describes an organization in which 
people had limited opportunities to voice their concerns, in 
which it was difficult to contradict one’s senior colleagues in 
public, and in which hunches or other concerns not supported 
by scientific evidence were excluded from the flight-readiness 
review process. These factors add up to a pattern that Vaughan 
labels “structural secrecy,” the result of an organizational 
structure that undermined communication within NASA 
and effectively concealed the seriousness of known safety 
problems. In her written comments on the disintegration of 
Columbia, seventeen years after the Challenger case she had 
studied so thoroughly, Vaughan (2003) notes that “the struc- 
ture of NASA’s Shuttle Program blocked the flow of critical 
information up the hierarchy, so definitions of risk continued 
unaltered” (p. 197). 

More recently, Toyota Motor Corporation made headlines 
leading to congressional hearings when it ran into difficulty in 
managing a growing safety problem with the sudden accelera- 
tion of some of its car and truck models. As it turned out, this 
problem was made worse by the company’s disjointed organiza- 
tional structure. Rather than having a single headquarters for all 
Toyota operations in the United States (the largest market for its 
vehicles), Toyota requires each U.S. subsidiary to report directly 
to its global headquarters in Japan. This meant that each U.S. 


division communicated directly with com- 
pany leaders in Japan—but not with 
other Toyota officials in the United 
States. As a result, the subsidiar- 
ies did not share information with 
each other about the extent of the 
accelerator problem or confer 
about potential solutions 
for it. Limited commu- 
nication between the 
U.S. subsidiaries ham- 
pered efforts to coordi- 
nate a unified response 
to the initial reports of 
accelerator problems and 
delayed comprehensive reporting of the developing 
problem to government safety regulators. According to Robert 
Bea, a professor of engineering at the University of California, 
Berkeley, who studied the Toyota case with his graduate stu- 
dents, Toyota’s organizational problems “are similar to those 
that allowed NASA and the Army Corps of Engineers to ignore 
structural issues leading to the Columbia space shuttle and Hur- 
ricane Katrina disasters” (Vartabedian and Bensinger 2010). 
The examples of NASA and Toyota demonstrate how orga- 
nizational structures shape communication patterns and the 
flow of information. Understanding organizational structure 
can give us insight into the decision-making process, illumi- 
nating the sociological roots of disasters and accidents that we 
often attribute solely to individual mistakes. 


Structure 


At the macro level, we can see social structure in the broad 
patterns of behavior in a society. At this level of analysis, so- 
ciologists often draw on the functionalist perspective to focus 
especially on how institutions, such as the family, the econ- 
omy, government, education, and religion, are interrelated. 
As explained in Chapter 1, this perspective, which dominated 
American sociological analysis for much of the twentieth cen- 
tury, views society as a set of interdependent structures, each 
of which makes a specific contribution—serves a function—in 
maintaining social order. 


Structure, Function, and the 
Interrelationships Among 
Social Institutions 


Sociologists using functional analysis generally assume that 
social structures have functions that meet the needs of the 
broader society. For a society to survive, its structures and 
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institutions must continue to meet those needs. At the center 
of functional analysis is the concept of equilibrium, the balance 
among various structures that maintains social stability. If one 
part of a society changes, other parts will need to adjust to 
restore equilibrium. 

Functionalists generally focus on broad, macro-level ques- 
tions, seeking to understand how the various parts of a society 
work together and what role different structures play in social 
life (Parsons 1951). Talcott Parsons (1902-1979), one of the lead- 
ing American sociologists in the middle of the twentieth century 
and a pioneer of functionalist theory, was particularly interested 
in questions of social integration, that is, the process by which 
values and social structures bind people together within a society. 

Consider the functions of work, for example (discussed in 
detail in Chapter 13). Adults under the age of sixty-five are 
generally expected to work, either for pay outside the home or 
doing housework and caring for children inside the home. The 
economic functions of work are straightforward: jobs provide 
people with money to pay their bills; at the same time, the la- 
bor force produces valuable goods and services for the society 
as a whole. But what are the social functions of work? What 
part does work play in reinforcing social integration? How is 
the structure of work connected to other social institutions— 
family or education, for example—and how do changes in 
family structure or educational structure affect the structure of 
work? These are the kinds of questions that a functional analy- 
sis encourages us to explore. 

Perhaps you can begin to answer some of these questions 
yourself. What are the social functions of work? Jobs provide 
daily routines that lend stability and predictability to life. A 
person with a job knows what to expect each day. Work also 
nurtures a sense of responsibility and the ability to get along 
with others—connecting workers with others in their commu- 
nity. Further, work helps to teach people self-discipline, and 
working adults are better able to teach their children the values 
of effort and self-discipline by the example they set than are 
those who are unemployed. Finally, work helps to define lei- 
sure: what would vacation mean if you did not have work or 
school from which to take a break? 

Analyzing the structure of work can also give us insight into 
the way people in a given society experience time. For example, 
the terms “rush hour” and “prime time television” are mean- 
ingful because of their relationship to standard work patterns. 
City transit authorities schedule more trains and buses at times 
that are convenient for people whose jobs follow the traditional 
9 a.m. to 5 p.m. workday. Prime-time television—the time be- 
tween 8:00 and 11:00 p.m. during which networks and cable 
channels schedule the shows they hope will attract the largest 
audience—is the period when large numbers of the viewing 
public are at home, having completed the workday. In Europe, 
August is vacation time, and many people take a break of up 
to four weeks from work during that month. Since the August 
holiday is so common, many Europeans are surprised to learn 
that American employers commonly permit only two weeks 


of vacation per year, and often the two weeks cannot be taken 
consecutively. 

Functionalists further point out that because social institu- 
tions are interdependent, the equilibrium among them is pre- 
carious. As a result, change in 
one institution will lead to 
change in others. For ex- 
ample, as the number of 
jobs that require higher 
education and_ training 
has increased, colleges and 
universities have expanded 
to meet the demand. As 
incomes have stagnated, 
leaving people struggling 
to keep up with the cost of 
living, the number of two- 
wage-earner families has in- 
creased. And because technol- 
ogy has made telecommuting feasible, more and more people 
work from home rather than travel to an office every day. 

Even a brief inventory of how work has changed within the 
past few decades, then, raises important questions about in- 
terrelated institutions such as family and school. For example, 
how have high school curriculums changed in response to new 
technology-oriented jobs and the new skills necessary to qualify 
for them? How has family life adapted to the changing struc- 
ture of work? What impact does the lack of work—widespread 
and persistent unemployment—have on social integration? 

William Julius Wilson investigates this last question in his 
book When Work Disappears (1996), a study of the effect of 
persistent unemployment on poor, urban communities. Using 
aspects of a functional perspective, he explores what happens 
to the hopes and dreams of adults and children, to their fam- 
ily life, and to their schools, when the majority of adults in a 
neighborhood do not have jobs. Wilson argues that the disap- 
pearance of jobs is the root cause of chronic poverty, crime, 
drugs, and gang violence in poor neighborhoods. 

Just because a social structure or institution exists, however, 
doesn’t mean that it serves a positive function. Talcott Parsons 
was criticized widely for his view, typical of the mid-twentieth 
century, that the traditional separation of gender roles in the 
family—with the woman as the homemaker and the man as 
the breadwinner—was functional (Parsons 1949). As feminist 
theorists have pointed out, rigid gender distinctions constrain 
both women and men, although in gender-specific ways. For 
example, traditional gender roles discourage women from con- 
tributing to society outside of the home and limit men’s abil- 
ity to take time away from work for parenting responsibilities. 
Parsons’s perspective failed to take into account the negative 
impact of this structure. 

In some cases, therefore, specific structures have negative 
functions: they are dysfunctional. Other dysfunctional as- 
pects of American society have included slavery and racial dis- 
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Functionalists argue that 
institutions serve specific functions 
that help maintain social stability. 

In the text, we explore some of 

the social functions of work. 
Consider some other institution 
important to you—education, 
religion, or the family, for example— 
and evaluate its structural role in 
reinforcing social integration. 


thinking aboutgstructure 


In what ways has your family changed in response to changes in the workplace 
or in another institution? 


crimination. In parts of the Muslim world, the subjugation of 
women might be considered dysfunctional in the same way. 
To analyze how a structure functions in society, therefore, we 
need to pay attention to who benefits from it and who might be 
harmed. This sort of approach, as we see in Chapter 5, involves 
paying attention to issues of power and inequality. 


Globalization and the 
Structure of Work 


For many people in the United States, globalization has 
changed the structure of their work life and their communities 
dramatically. Perhaps the most significant change has been the 
decline in manufacturing in the United States. Over the past 
thirty years, manufacturing jobs have been exported to other 
countries, closing factories that once offered good-paying jobs, 
health insurance, and pensions to workers without college edu- 
cations. The shift of these jobs to lower-wage countries is part 
of what some analysts call the deindustrialization of America 
(Bluestone and Harrison 1982; Cowie and Heathcott 2003). 

The story of the clothing industry is a good example. A half- 
century ago, the vast majority of the clothes Americans wore 
were made in the United States. However, if you take a look 
at the label in the t-shirt or blouse you are wearing today, you 
will see that it almost certainly was made outside the United 
States—in Honduras or Indonesia, for example—by workers 
who were paid a fraction of what Americans workers 
expect to be paid. (For a discussion of the return 
of apparel industry sweatshops in the United 
States, see the Sociology Matters box on page 
98.) Because of low wages, cheap transpor- 
tation, and improved technology, manufac- 
turers save money by making clothing out- 
side the United States. For similar reasons, 
many of your possessions—your shoes and 
accessories, games and electronics, furni- 
ture and housewares—were probably made 
outside the United States. 

How has the migration of jobs overseas—a 
key aspect of globalization—affected the struc- 
ture of work for U.S. employees? First, of course, it 
has meant the loss of millions of manufacturing jobs, dis- 
rupting longstanding employment patterns. In the late twen- 
tieth century, millions of Americans lost their jobs and were 
forced to find new work, often moving to other cities or states 
to do so. Unlike many workers in the mid-twentieth century, 
people could no longer expect to work for the same company 
or live in the same community that their parents did. Just as 
important, they could no longer expect to work in the same job 
or for the same company for their entire adult life. 

Second, the loss of these jobs ended a period of stable, long- 
term employment with good pay and benefits, the work situa- 
tion for many Americans in the post-World War II period. In 
its place are newer types of employment—such as retail sales- 
persons, cashiers, food preparers, and waiters (the four largest 
occupations in the United States in 2009) (U.S. Bureau of Labor 


Statistics 2010c). Many of these jobs tend to pay lower wages and 
lack many of the benefits of a manufacturing job, such as health 
insurance and a retirement plan. As a result, an increasing num- 
ber of Americans need more than one job to make ends meet. 

Third, the loss of manufacturing jobs can have a devastat- 
ing impact on an entire community. Kathryn Marie Dudley 
(1997) documented the impact on Kenosha, Wisconsin, when 
Chrysler closed its automobile assembly plant there and nearly 
6,000 people lost their jobs. In her study, Dudley paid special 
attention to the dilemma faced by workers who had always la- 
bored with their hands but who now had to try to compete for 
jobs that require other types of skills. She also examined the 
impact of the shutdown on Kenosha’s small businesses, civic 
associations, schools, and places of worship—all of which de- 
pended on a stable and prosperous community for customers, 
volunteers, and congregation members. 

Fourth, when a wage earner shifts to lower-paying work, a 
family is more likely to need two incomes to pay the bills, pro- 
ducing significant strain on life at home. When parents spend 
more time at work, they have less time for raising children and 
community activities (Newman 1988). 

Beth Rubin (1996, 4) argues that, in addition to chang- 
ing the nature of work in the United States, globalization has 
changed the social norms and expectations associated with 
our jobs. She characterizes this change as a shift in the social 
contract, the collective understanding about rights and respon- 
sibilities—in this case between companies and employees— 

within society. In manufacturing plants in the 1950s 

and 1960s, there was an unwritten understanding 

that if you did your job well, you would likely 

be employed for life. Employers were respon- 

sible for providing wages and benefits that 

allowed workers to enjoy a decent standard 

of living. In turn, workers remained loyal 

to their employers, with families working 

at the same plant for multiple generations. 

These norms and expectations have virtu- 

ally disappeared in today’s new economy. 

Instead, many of today’s employees have a 

grudging understanding that their employ- 

ment is fleeting and temporary, that flexibility 

and change are inevitable, and that they must look 

out for themselves. Loyalty to a company can seem mis- 

guided in such a climate. Thus a change in social norms has 

accompanied the structural change that has characterized the 
new global economy (Sennett 2000). 


MRP Settres 


Change: Action 


So far in this chapter, we have considered the ways in which 
social structure operates at every level of our social world and 
how it shapes our social lives at the micro, meso, and macro 
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SOCIOLOGY Matters 


lark University sociologist Bob Ross began studying 

sweatshop labor in the early 1980s, and he published one 

of the first articles about the reemergence of sweatshop 

conditions in the garment industry in the United States. 
In his research, Ross highlighted the growth in New York City 
sweatshops, in which people worked long hours making cloth- 
ing for extremely low wages, often in unsafe conditions (Ross 
and Trachte 1983). But Ross’s research was not widely read 
outside of academic circles. 

Fast forward to the 2000s. Bob Ross’s research, especially 
his book Slaves to Fashion (2004), is now required reading for a 
growing student movement concerned about the rise of sweat- 
shop labor. Led by United Students Against Sweatshops (USAS), 
the anti-sweatshop movement is best known for its “sweat-free 
campus” campaign, active on more than 200 college campuses, 
which demands that apparel bearing a college logo (for exam- 
ple, t-shirts, sweatshirts, baseball caps) be produced in factories 
that pay their workers a living wage. 

USAS has partnered with the Workers Rights Consortium to 
develop tools aimed at encouraging colleges and universities to 
purchase apparel from manufacturers that respect the rights 
of their workers. In response to USAS organizing, a wide range 
of colleges and universities have signed on to the Designated 
Suppliers Program (DSP), which articulates three key principles 
for the production of apparel bearing college logos: factories 
producing the clothing must (1) comply with internationally 
recognized labor standards, (2) pay workers a living wage, and 
(3) permit workers to organize a labor union or other employee 
association. The more than forty schools that participate in the 
DSP include large state universities such as Ohio State Univer- 
sity, the University of Southern California, and Rutgers and small 
liberal arts colleges such as Macalester College, Smith College, 
and Ursinus College. 

USAS works to pressure more schools to make public com- 
mitments to sweatshop-free college apparel and to monitor 
the compliance of those schools that have already pledged to 
steer clear of producers that operate sweatshops. In 2010 USAS 
launched a new campaign—Nike: Just Pay It—that is mobilizing 
colleges and universities to demand that Nike disburse more than 
$2 million in severance pay owed to Honduran workers at facto- 
ries closed abruptly by Nike subcontractors in that country. In 
response to the USAS campaign, both the University of Wiscon- 
sin and Cornell University announced in 2010 that they planned 
to stop purchasing licensed apparel from Nike. 


levels. However, human beings are not simply products 
of structure. We think, choose, and act, and even if social 
structure imposes limits, we always have some capacity for 
action, as the example of the student anti-sweatshop move- 


Sweatshops are not just a problem for workers outside the 
United States. More than 400,000 people in the United States 
worked under sweatshop conditions in the 1990s; this number 
dropped to about 250,000 by 2004, as the apparel industry 
moved more and more jobs offshore. The reason that sweatshops 
reemerged in the United States in the 1980s, after more than 
forty years of decline, can be traced to the changing structure 
of work in the global economy. As unregulated international 
trade grew, labor unions weakened, and large chain stores in the 
United States became more prevalent and powerful, sweatshops 
returned to the United States as a viable way of structuring work. 

Sociologist Ross is a frequent speaker at meetings and orga- 
nizing events for anti-sweatshop groups. Student activists know 
his talk as a compelling “Sweatshop 101,” a sociological perspec- 
tive that gives his audience a clear introduction to the causes and 
consequences of contemporary sweatshops. 


think about it 


1. Do you know where the apparel that bears your college’s or 
university’s logo is made and under what conditions the clothing 
is produced? 


. Would you participate in, or support, the anti-sweatshop 
movement if you learned that your school sold products made in 
sweatshops? Why or why not? 
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ment makes clear. Structure and action are in fact two sides 
of the same coin. As we consider how structure is affected 
by human action, we need to understand the broader social 
context, as well. 


Types of Action 


Max Weber, the pioneering German sociologist 
whom we met in Chapter 1, defined sociology 
as the science concerned with understanding 
social action, that is, human action in social 
context. Weber was particularly interested in 
understanding what motivates our actions, 
and he showed that the goals of human action 
change across time and culture. 

Weber identified three basic types.of human 
action: 


B Traditional action is motivated by custom. 
Guided by the past, traditional action is 
anchored by a sense that things have always 
been done in the same way. Perhaps you 
have family practices that have been passed 
on for generations, such as how you cel- 
ebrate a particular holiday. 


m Affective action is guided by emotions and 
feelings. When fans tear down the goalposts after their 
team wins a big college football game, they are guided by 
their feelings. 


m Rational action is motivated by calculations of efficiency. 
When people determine their goals and decide how to 
achieve them, their analysis is a form of rational action. 
Employees who attempt to act efficiently to help achieve a 
company’s financial goals are guided by this type of action. 


Of course, as Weber well knew, human action is complex 
and is often guided by a combination of these different motiva- 
tions. But Weber’s study of human history led him to believe 
that modern industrial society is increasingly shaped by ratio- 
nal action. Weber recognized the central role of rational action 
in the development of modern societies and industrial econo- 
mies. At the same time, he was concerned that rational action 
had a tendency to squeeze out other ways of living. A society 
thoroughly saturated by rational action might be very efficient 
and highly productive, but Weber worried that it would also be 
cold and impersonal. 


Rational Action: 
McDonaldization 


More recently, the sociologist George Ritzer (2011) has argued 
that a form of rational action he calls McDonaldization is in- 
creasingly organizing our everyday lives (see Table 4.1). Ac- 
cording to Ritzer, the effect is to impose the standardized, ef 
ficient structure of a fast-food restaurant on all aspects of our 
lives, including school, work, travel, and leisure. For Ritzer, 
McDonaldization represents an extreme form of rational ac- 
tion. Just as workers respond to the various timed buzzers and 
“beeps” in a fast-food kitchen, more and more aspects of our 
lives are organized by the quest for efficiency. For example, 
grocery shopping now requires no contact with other people. 
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GC Traditional and rational action are examples 

of two very different, and sometimes conflicting, 
understandings of authority. Many people contend 
that it is appropriate to display representations of 
the tablet containing the Ten Commandments of 
the Judeo-Christian tradition, which invokes religion 
as a traditional authority, near government offices 
or courthouses. Others believe that courthouses 
should emphasize rational authority through the 
rule of law, rather than religion. 
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You can use a handheld device to scan each 
item as you put it in the cart, swipe your cus- 
tomer card, place your deli order with a few 
keystrokes, and pay with your credit card in the 
self-serve checkout aisle. You can prepare meals 
by simply pressing a few buttons on your mi- 
crowave oven. Or you can preplan just about 
every minute of your vacation, scheduling each 
activity, tour, meal, and night’s sleep as part of 
a package tour aimed at guaranteeing that you make the most 
of your time off. 

This intense focus on efficiency, however, may lead to un- 
intended consequences. For example, in the name of efficiency 
we do an increasing amount of unpaid labor—becoming, in 
effect, our own checkout clerks, bank tellers, gas station at- 
tendants, and insurance claims representatives, to name just a 
few of the tasks we do for ourselves. Simply put, the purpose 


TABLE4.1 RITZER’S FOUR DIMENSIONS 


OF MC DONALDIZATION 


Efficiency Seeking the best possible method for 
completing tasks, often by following a series 
of highly specified, predesigned steps. 

Calculability Emphasizing the quantitative aspects of 


products and services (focusing on, for 
example, product size, cost, and time), often 
characterized by the notion that “more is 
better.” 


Striving to make products and services 

the same, regardless of place or time. 

This process of standardization can be 
comforting to customers, who know what 

to expect, but may produce jobs that offer 
little room for creative thought. 


Control Exercising control over employees and 
customers by enforcing rigid rules, limiting 
options, and using new technologies that 
monitor and regulate behavior. 


Predictability 


Source: Ritzer 2011. 


uo} Vy :aBueYD Sainyoniys MOH 


wo 
wo 


TECHNOLOGY 


“Tooth fairyS 
been here 
three times!” 


of tase, Lost a toot right up freer and cashed in with tbe toot faery. 
oky ct one Now mR von re toany feo Bi is fom 
Bux secxos that as bucky isa veteran of the sooth fairy game hime! 
g family and fracas They l be tans! vo bea from yo 


CHANGE 


As customers started to use the telephone more and more 

for socializing, telephone companies changed their marketing 
approach. They stopped emphasizing the practical and 
emergency uses of the telephone, as in this ad from the 1930s 
(top), and started to stress the ways that talking on the phone 
can be fun, as in this 1970 advertisement for the Bell Telephone 
System (bottom) 
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of a fast-food restaurant is to serve inexpensive, great-tasting 
food quickly. People who eat in fast-food restaurants, however, 
sometimes have to wait in long lines, pay more money than 
they anticipate, and find the food to be unappetizing and un- 
healthful. Workers in fast-food restaurants do jobs that are so 
routinized and standardized that they have almost no room for 
independent action. For Ritzer, this disconnect between the 
allure and experience of the fast-food restaurant is the puzzle 


thinking aboutstructure 


of McDonaldization: how and why can highly rational action 
produce outcomes that, as Ritzer (1993) puts it, “limit, ulti- 
mately compromise, and perhaps even undermine their ratio- 
nality” (p. 121). Put another way, rational action aims to en- 
hance human experience through a commitment to efficiency 
and progress. Ritzer suggests that the extreme rational action 
he calls McDonaldization may be both inefficient and, ulti- 
mately, dehumanizing. 

McDonaldization is an example of the way human action is 
shaped by the broader structural patterns of society, in this case 
the commitment to efficiency in business. The history of phone 
communication, which we look at next, provides another ex- 
ample of this relationship between action and structure. 


Technology and Action: 
Telephone to Smartphone 


The history of phone communication, from the earliest land- 
line devices to today’s smartphones, provides a good example 
of the way human action interacts with evolving technolo- 
gies to determine the impact of those technologies on social 
structures. Whatever potential a new technology has, human 
action—how people use it—is the key to understanding its so- 
cial significance. 

According to Claude Fischer’s study America Calling (1992) 
when telephones first became widely available in the early 
twentieth century, the leaders of the industry marketed them 
primarily to businesses and stressed their business uses. When 
phone companies turned their attention to residential users in 
the 1920s, they marketed the telephone as a practical tool for 
managing household affairs and for obtaining help in emer- 
gencies. The way people used the home telephone, however, 
was mostly for regular, informal conversations with family and 
friends. Nonetheless, until some forty years after the introduc- 
tion of the telephone, marketers continued to stress its practical 
uses, not its social uses. 

Some observers feared that the telephone might undermine 
local communities, since people could ignore their neighbors 
and instead build relationships with people who lived far away. 
This and similar concerns reflect an underlying question: did 
people use the telephone in ways that changed how they related 
to their existing friendship structure? The answer, according 
to Fischer, is no. Instead, people mostly used the telephone in 
ways that reinforced their existing connections. Telephones 
made it easier to plan social engagements, though the neigh- 
borly practice of “dropping in” unannounced became less 
common. In addition, telephones certainly made it possible for 
people to stay in closer contact with their out-of-town relatives. 

Cell phones and smartphones have seen a similar evolution. 
We tend to forget that the mobile phone today, like the tele- 
phone in the early twentieth century, is a relatively new tech- 
nology. In 1990, only 5 million Americans had cell phones; by 
2008 the number of users exceeded 270 million (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2010j). During that period, the cell phone changed 


Can you think of other examples in which human action determined the purpose 
of a technological advance? 


from an upscale luxury item to a common accessory. As with 
early landline telephones, the way people use cell phones has 
changed over time. Like telephones, mobile phones were ini- 
tially promoted as business tools and as useful in case of emer- 
gencies. Over time, however, people began using cell phones 
for other purposes (and cell phone technology evolved so that 
the phones could be used for an increasingly broad array of 
purposes): to talk with friends, send text messages, check sports 
scores, access the Internet, take pictures, respond to e-mail, lis- 
ten to music, get driving directions, read the daily newspaper, 
play games, or watch movies or live sporting events. The list of 
uses Continues to grow. 

Cell phones make all of us more accessible to one another. 
If you keep a cell phone on you, your friends and family can 
reach you just about anytime and anywhere. As a result, fre- 
quent cell phone users probably communicate more regularly 
with others in their social networks than do those who do not 
rely on cell phones for everyday communication (Ling 2008). 
Cell phones also make people more available to bosses and co- 
workers, blurring the distinction between work time and time 
off (Wajcman 2008). 

Cell phones have also severed the connection between per- 
son and place. When you call a person who has a landline, 

you are calling a particular place. 
When you call a cell phone, how- 
ever, you are calling a specific 
person, but you have no idea 
where that person might be. 
In fact, it is common for an 
initial cell phone greeting to 
include the question “Where 
are you?” 

Cell phones, therefore, may 
be contributing to the loss of 
private time and space in con- 
temporary society, as 
well as to the loss of 
a rooted connection 
to place. Phones 
ring all around 
us, wherever we 


An : 

«» Many people, especially teenagers and young adults, commu- 
nicate by text message more often than they speak on the phone. 
People rarely send text messages to strangers; instead, most text 
messages are directed to friends, family, or others on a person’s con- 
tact list. New communication patterns associated with texting may 
be different from those typically facilitated by phone conversations. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


Consider structure and action in regard to the social 

i dynamics of text messaging. Is texting a substitute for the 
SG phone? Does texting make communication with friends and 
=" family easier, or is it a way of making new social contacts? Are 
____ people using text messaging in new or surprising ways? 
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C New friend-tracking 
software, like Google’s 
Latitude, allows friends to 
map each other’s move- 
ments on their cell phone. 
With this software, you 
can determine when out- 
of-town friends are nearby 
or which local friends are 
in your neighborhood. As 
this kind of software be- 
comes more refined, you'll 
be able to check your cell 
phone or your Facebook 
page to see if any of your 
friends are at the local 
coffee shop. 
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are, and people carry on conversations on public transporta- 
tion, in cars, on the street, and in other public settings (Freed- 
man 2009). We communicate on the go, and the boundaries 
between our jobs and our personal lives are increasingly per- 
meable. How we choose to use cell phones contributes to these 
changes. 

At the same time, people use cell phones to help arrange tra- 
ditional face-to-face contact. You can find friends at a crowded 
concert or make last-minute dinner plans. With networking 
software, you can use your cell phone to find out if any of your 
friends are nearby and leave electronic messages at restaurants 
or stores that your friends can later retrieve. 

Even as people with cell phones use them to talk casually 
with their friends and family on a regular basis, the social con- 
sequences for those without a cell phone may be increasing. 
If you don’t have a cell phone, you are not always accessible, 
you cannot check in with people on the fly, and you will have 
a hard time connecting with friends who are delayed by traf- 
fic. As cell phones have proliferated, public pay phones have 
largely disappeared, so people without cell phones have an in- 
creasingly difficult time staying in touch. Perhaps two separate 
forms of social structure are evolving, one based on electronic 
forms of interaction (e-mail, cell phones, handheld web access) 
and one that is largely out of the electronic loop. 

These two forms of social structure are a global phenom- 
enon, but you may be surprised to learn that Africa is the 
world’s fastest growing cell phone market. By contrast, land- 
line telephones remain comparatively rare throughout Africa, 
with only one phone line for every thirty-three people on the 
continent (in contrast, there are more telephone lines than peo- 
ple in the United States). By 2011, Africa had more than 400 
million cell phone subscribers, the equivalent of almost half 
the continent’s population (Auletta 2011). In many African 
countries, there are more than forty cell phone users for every 


one landline subscriber. (See Map 4.1.) 
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The explosion of cell phone use in Africa surprised the lead- 
ers of the telecommunications industry. Since landline tele- 
phones were so rare in Africa, industry leaders expected that 
there would be little interest in, or few resources to pay for, 
cell phones. But it turns out that demand for the cell phone, 
even in remote areas, is extraordinary. For most users in Af 
rica, a cell phone is their first telephone, and 
people are using this technology in new and 
unexpected ways. For example, farmers in 
South Africa use their cell phones to learn the 
current price of fruits and vegetables in the 
major urban areas, which helps them to nego- 
tiate with wholesalers. A fisherwoman living 
on the Congo River tells customers to call her 
cell phone when they want to buy fresh fish. 
She keeps the fish alive on a string in the river 
and prepares them for sale only after receiv- 
ing a call. Health care workers in rural areas 
can use their cell phones to call for an am- 


>) The proliferation of cell phones in Africa 

has been a boon for farmers and small business 
people, like this market woman in Nairobi, Kenya, 
allowing them to keep up to date with each other 
and with wholesalers about market prices. 
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€ MAP 4.1 | RATIO OF MOBILE PHONE SUBSCRIBERS 
TO TELEPHONE LANDLINES IN AFRICA 

Cell phones have proliferated in Africa in the 2000s, and mobile 
phones are far more common than landlines throughout the 
continent. In Liberia, for example, there are more than 400 mo- 
bile phone subscribers for every landline. Source: Central Intelligence 
Agency, The World Factbook; calculations by author. 


bulance, providing remote health clinics with a real-time 
connection to more advanced hospitals. Wildlife research- 
ers in Kenya use cell phones to track elephants by placing 
a cell phone in a waterproof pouch and strapping it around 
an elephant’s neck (LaFraniere 2005; Ngowi 2005). Com- 
munity health workers in Ghana send regular text mes- 
sages to expectant parents in remote areas, helping to guide 
women through their pregnancies by providing advice on 
prenatal care and nutrition. Innovative electronic banking 
programs in Kenya, Cameroon, and Tanzania allow people 
who live in remote areas, far from any bank, to open and 
manage savings accounts via text message (Kang 2010). 

Surely, Africans also use the cell phone to talk with 
friends and family. As these examples suggest, however, 
cell phone use is, in many ways, quite different in Africa 
than it is in the United States. 

Cell phone use in the United States and in other coun- 
tries, like telephone use before it, shows how actions can 
lead people to interact with their friends in new ways and 
to try out new patterns of behavior, which may contrib- 
ute to the development of new structures. In subsequent 

chapters, we look at new forms of interaction made possible by 
recent communication technologies such as peer-to-peer net- 
works, blogs, and virtual reality environments. We turn next, 
however, to a change on a larger scale: a transformation in the 
structure of the workplace. 


Workers Respond 
to Globalization 


We have seen how the changing structure of work affects em- 
ployees in the United States, particularly those who work in 
manufacturing. And as we have learned from studying the dy- 
namic relationship between structure and action, an analysis of 
structural change reveals only part of the picture. We also need 
to pay attention to how people respond to structural change, 
even when their choices are limited. 

As the number of manufacturing jobs in the United States 
declined during the late twentieth century, what choices or op- 
portunities opened up for displaced workers? The lost indus- 
trial jobs should not be romanticized. Factory work was often 
monotonous, difficult, and dangerous. In one ten-year study, 
Ruth Milkman (1997) examined a General Motors assembly 
plant in Linden, New Jersey, where, as part of an effort to 
compete in the new global economy, the company reorganized 
work and introduced robots and other technological innova- 
tions. The union negotiated a buyout package for workers who 
wanted to leave. According to Milkman, workers who left, it 
turned out, were happier than those who stayed. Despite their 
unstable economic future, most were glad to escape the dreary, 
demanding work of the assembly line. With the exception of 
skilled workers who learned how to maintain the new robots, 
most workers who stayed found that new technologies and 


management programs made life worse for them. Their jobs 
became even more monotonous. Their relationships with their 
supervisors grew worse. Despite some economic uncertainty, 
most of the workers who left were ultimately able to construct 
better futures for themselves. 

Throughout the United States, as workers lost their manu- 
facturing jobs, some fought plant closings and layoffs, working 
with labor unions and community groups to try to retain jobs, 
find new factory owners, or buy the factory themselves. Others 
returned to school to learn new skills or new careers. Still oth- 
ers sought opportunities by moving away. Some tried to start 
their own businesses. Others retired earlier than they had an- 
ticipated. Facing similar structural conditions, different people 
made different choices. 

In the early twenty-first century, new work patterns are 
emerging as people negotiate the challenges and opportunities 
of the global economy. With continuing high levels of long- 
term unemployment in the United States in the wake of the 
2008-2009 recession, and a steep decline in the value of many 
people’s pensions or retirement funds, today’s workers are likely 
to have fewer options than their counterparts did only a decade 
earlier. The dynamic of structure and action helps us to see 
the magnitude of the changes, how these changes shape peo- 
ple’s opportunities, and how people respond to these changes. 
One area in which new work patterns are emerging is the news 
industry. 


THE CHANGING STRUCTURE OF NEWS PRODUCTION 


ow do you learn about important events in your com- 
munity, the nation, or the world? Although word of 
mouth—conversations with friends and family—is a 
common source of information, the foundation for 
much of what we know beyond our immediate experience is 
the news media. Whether it is an Gngoing global story like 
the war in Afghanistan, a major national event like the 2010 
BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, or a local development like 
the introduction of new municipal zoning policies, the news 
media often serve as one of our primary sources of informa- 
tion. News reports inform our individual decision-making 
and provide a common framework for public discussion 
about current events and issues. From local newspapers to 
national network television, news media give citizens infor- 
mation they need to be active participants in civic life. 
In the digital age, where, when, and how we get our news is 
undergoing significant change. The younger you are, the less 
likely you are to rely on the morning newspaper or the eve- 


ning newscast on television. Instead, you can get your news 
just about any time on your computer screen or smartphone 
and, with a little effort, you can access news from around the 
globe instantly. How we consume news is in the midst of an 
important transition, but what about the production of news? 
Is the process of reporting the news also changing in the digi- 
tal age? As we will see, the organization of news production is 
also undergoing a major transformation. 

How do news organizations decide what is news? The 
structure of news gathering—that is, the regular routines 
that editors and journalists follow as they produce the news 
each day—shapes, to a large degree, what becomes news. 
Several pioneering sociological studies of daily newsroom 
activities (Gans 2005; Tuchman 1978) provide insight into 
the structure of news reporting, the kinds of stories that 
are most likely to appear in the news, and the kinds that 
will be largely ignored. At the same time, understanding 
the structure of news gathering within the traditional news 
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or MAP 4.2 | U.S. TELEVISION NETWORK NEWS BUREAUS, 2009 

The three television networks maintain news bureaus in a small number of major cities in the United States and other regions 
of the world—and each of the networks covers a similar group of cities. In large parts of the country and elsewhere, the net- 
works do not have reporters and camera people on-site, looking for news stories. Source: Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism (2010). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


Given the wide distribution of home video cameras and smartphone cameras in the United States, do you think the 
> power of news bureaus to determine what is news is decreasing? How, if at all, does news change when it comes from 
bystanders with video cameras rather than professional journalists? How might videos from these outside sources 


broaden the scope of network news? 


media—television networks, major daily newspapers, and 
news weeklies—helps us understand how news and the 
broader media environment are changing in the era of online 
journalism, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and blogging. 
Among a news organization’s first decisions must be 
where to look for news. Although some news seems to find 
reporters—for example, stories that go viral online and can- 
not be ignored—news organizations need a steady supply 
of suitable news to fill each day’s newspaper or program. 
Of course, where you look has a significant impact on what 
you find. Reporters don’t just roam the streets, hoping to 
run across interesting events. Major news outlets have well- 
developed routines that determine where reporters seek 


the news. Sociologist Gaye Tuchman (1978) refers to these 
routines as the “news net.” The news net includes full-time 
reporters, freelance reporters and writers, wire services like 
the Associated Press or Reuters that provide news stories 
to many different news outlets, and stringers who help the 
organization find news in remote locations (a stringer for a 
local newspaper may be located on your campus). But the 
net cannot catch every event that happens: like a fishing 
net, the news net holds only the bigger stories and lets the 
smaller ones slip away. 

To continue the fishing metaphor, we know that to gather 
information, news organizations send reporters to strategic 
locations, just as a fishing boat travels to waters where fish 


are plentiful. But how do they decide where to send report- 
ers? Most major news outlets in the United States maintain 
bureaus in New York and Washington but not in mid-sized 
cities like St. Louis or Minneapolis. As for international news, 
American news outlets are likely to have a news bureau in 
London or Tokyo, but not in Bangkok or Madrid. As a result, 
events that happen in and around these predefined impor- 
tant places are more likely to be treated as news. From the 
outset, then, the way news gathering is organized—where 
news outlets station their reporters—has a powerful impact 
on news coverage, just as where the boat travels determines 
which and how many fish are caught. (See Map 4.2.) 

In addition, journalists are assigned to look regularly for 
news at news beats, which include such official locations as 
the White House, Capitol Hill, the Supreme Court, city hall, 
the state house, and local police stations. Reporters cover 
these beats to generate a steady stream of news, and they 
do so by developing routines that help them identify the 
events that are newsworthy. They build relationships with 
key players and contact these sources regularly to guarantee 
a steady supply of news. 

Like other structures, the organizational structure of the 
news media is subject to change. For example, fifty years ago 
many major newspapers assigned reporters to a labor beat, 
regularly writing about the activities of labor unions and the 
world of work from the perspective of workers. Today, few 
papers have a reporter assigned to cover labor. Instead, eco- 
nomic coverage, or business news, focuses on issues of inter- 
est to investors and executives. On the other hand, many 
papers today have an environmental beat, an area unheard 
of a half-century ago. 

In the digital era, the structure of the news media is in 
the midst of much more profound changes. For example, the 
reporting cycle of the traditional news—with daily deadlines 
for newspapers and network television and weekly deadlines 
for the major newsmagazines—is now outmoded. As cable 
news channels (CNN, Fox News, MSNBC) and a wide range 
of online media—including the web sites of traditional news 
outlets—report and comment on news around the clock, 
news has moved to a nonstop, twenty-four-hour cycle. In this 
climate, there is pressure to report news quickly, sometimes 
before reporters know the full story or the broader context 
(Kovach and Rosenstiel 1999). 

As traditional news media struggle to survive in this fast- 
paced, information-rich environment, the structure of news 
gathering and reporting is changing rapidly. In an effort to 
cut costs and speed up production, news outlets require 
reporters to write, conduct interviews, take photographs or 
shoot video, and edit all of this content to facilitate distribu- 
tion across various media platforms (Klinenberg 2005). For 
years, including during the recession of 2008 and 2009, 
news organizations cut their staffs significantly. Fewer 
journalists remained to produce the news each day, exert- 


«> Most news organizations follow a standard set of daily routines 
as they identify, gather, and report the news. That’s one reason 
why so many news outlets typically cover the same major stories 
each day. 


ing even more pressure on reporters to do more with less. 
In this climate, reporters are developing new routines and 
practices, emphasizing speed and flexibility, consistent with 
the new economic and technological context (Cottle 2007; 
Pavlik 2008). 

In addition, traditional news now competes with new 
forms of citizen journalism—news and commentary pro- 
duced outside the context of a professional news organi- 
zation. Citizen journalism appears in a variety of media: 
independent web sites, YouTube or other video-sharing sites, 
blogs, and social networking sites. 

Some of the traditional media have made efforts to in- 
corporate citizen journalism into their own news net. CNN 
.com’s iReport section is full of videos uploaded by users with 
reports that “are not edited, fact-checked or screened before 
they post.” CNN reporters monitor the iReport site, and some 
of the user-posted videos ultimately make their way onto 
CNN. In 20, during mass pro-democracy protests in Egypt 
that ultimately forced Hosni Mubarak to resign after three 
decades as president, the New York Times posted reports from 
Egyptian bloggers and eyewitnesses to the unfolding events 
on its regularly updated news blog, “The Lede.” 

Citizen journalism represents a potentially significant 
change in how news is reported and in how consumers re- 
late to the news. One scholar of online journalism argues 
that new forms of digital journalism position citizens as 
“produsers” (Bruns 2005)—part producer and part user of 
the news—who have a very different relationship to news 
than do audiences for traditional media. As the structure of 


5 
news evolves in the digital age, our very definition of “what’s = 
news” may also be changing. 3 
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THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 
ABOUT... 


Social Structure 


Social structure refers to recurring patterns of behavior that make social life possible. 
Understanding social structure helps us to see connections between these patterns and 


people’s actions and beliefs. 


We can see social structure at the micro level (for example, in the structure of talk), the 
meso level (for example, in organizational structure), or the macro level (for example, in 


the structure of work). 


Structure constrains behavior by putting limits on it, but it can also enable behavior by 
providing a context for smooth interaction. 


Even when we are limited by social structure, we always have at least some capacity for 
action. Structure and action are two sides of the same coin; we always need to consider 


the two in relation to each other. 


e Looking Back 


The sociological perspective helps us to see social structure, 
the recurring patterns of behavior in social life. Understand- 
ing social structure enables us to see the patterns and regu- 
larities in social life. 


People always have the capacity for action, even when their 
choices are severely limited. Sociology encourages us to 
examine the dynamic relationship between structure and 
action by recognizing how social structure shapes, but does 
not fully determine, our behavior, expectations, and beliefs. 


We can explore social structure at different levels. At the 
micro level, we might analyze the structure of daily interac- 
tions. For example, our everyday talk and interaction has a 
structure. We often take for granted our knowledge of this 
structure of interaction because it seems so natural to us. 


At the meso level, we might analyze organizational struc- 
ture. For example, examining organizational structure helps 
us to understand the complex dynamics involved in the 
space shuttle Challenger and Columbia disasters. 


At the macro level, we focus on broad patterns of behavior, 
especially the interrelationships of various institutions. For 
example, sociologists using functional analysis seek to un- 
derstand how various parts of a society work together and 


REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


the roles that different institutions and cultural components 
play in maintaining social order. 


With the growth of the global economy, stable patterns of 

work in the United States changed for many Americans at 

the end of the twentieth century. The dynamic of structure 
and action helps us to understand the significance of these 
changes, how globalization shaped workers’ opportunities, 
and how people responded to these changes. 


The evolution of phone communication, from the telephone 
to the smartphone, illustrates people’s capacity for action. 
When the telephone first became available in the United 
States, it was marketed primarily as a business device. 
However, most people used the phone for conversation 
with friends and relatives. Today, the ways in which people 
choose to use cell phones and smartphones are once again 
changing some aspects of social life. 


The organization of news production is changing. News 
reporters follow a set of daily routines when they gather 
the news. Analyzing the structure of news gathering helps 
us to better understand which stories are covered on the 
evening news and how the news media are changing in the 
digital age. 
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1. How can the concept of structure and its mirror image, ac- 
tion, help us to gain a deeper understanding of social life? 


2. Think about the structure of your college classroom. In what 
ways are the patterns and routines of your classroom similar 
to those of your high school classes? In what ways are they 
different? How do the expectations associated with the stu- 
dent or teacher role differ from those you encountered in 


high school? 


3. Identify some of the ways that fast-food restaurants e€m-- 
phasize efficiency, predictability, and an extreme form of 
rational action. Do you agree with Ritzer’s theory of the 
McDonaldization of society? 


4. Various efforts to introduce a videophone—long a standard 
in science fiction films and television—have been largely 
unsuccessful. Can structure and action help you to ex- 
plain why the videophone has never really caught on? Do 
you think new forms of video chat—including Skype and 
iChat—will be successful forms of video communication? 
Why or why not? 


a Key Terms - 


achieved status (p. 90) a position in a social system that a person 
attains voluntarily, to a considerable degree, as the result of 
his or her own efforts. 

action (p. 87) the ability to operate independent of social 
constraints. 

affective action (p. 99) behavior guided by emotions and 
feelings. 

ascribed status (p. 90) a position in a social system, assigned to a 
person from birth, regardless of his or her wishes. 

breaching experiments (p. 91) controlled social situations that 
intentionally break social rules, violating basic norms and pat- 
terns of behavior. 

convention (p. 93) a practice or technique that is widely used in 
a particular social setting. 

conversation analysis (p. 92) a method of analyzing the pat- 
terns in face-to-face conversation that produce the smooth, 
back-and-forth turn-taking of such exchanges. 

ethnomethodology (p. 91) an approach that examines the meth- 
ods people use to make sense of their daily activities, empha- 


Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


5. What are the functions of work? Earning a paycheck may be 
the most obvious answer, but do our jobs serve other func- 
tions, as well? To answer this question, do some research by 
conducting short interviews with your family and friends 
about what they get from their jobs. Did the people you in- 
terviewed talk about more than their paychecks? If so, what 
did they say? Try to interview people who have different 
kinds of jobs or who are in different age groups. Talk with 
one or two retired people and ask them what they miss— 
and don’t miss—about their jobs. 


6. According to popular wisdom, there is no “I” in “team.” 
Using your knowledge of structure and action, think about 
the differences between an individual sport like tennis, golf, 
or high jumping, and a team sport like basketball or soccer. 
How are the patterns of interaction different? How does the 
structure of the game shape how participants play, or what 
they are expected to do, or how fans respond to different 
sports? 


sizing the ways in which we collectively create social structure 
in our everyday activities. 

organizational structure (p. 93) the rules and routines, 
both formal and informal, that shape daily activity within 
organizations. 

rational action (p. 99) behavior motivated by calculations of 
efficiency. 

roles (p. 90) the sets of expected behaviors associated with par- 
ticular statuses. 

social institutions (p. 87) the major arenas of social life in 
which durable routines and patterns of behavior take place. 

social integration (p. 96) the social structures that bind people 
together and the values that link people to the broader society. 

social structure (p. 87) recurring patterns of behavior. 

status (p. 90) a position in a social system that can be occupied 
by an individual. 

traditional action (p. 99) behavior motivated by custom. 
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power... 


how does it affect your 


life? 


Why do you have more 
DOWer you 


might realize? 


How is understanding 
power 
for understanding 


inequality? 
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wo decades ago, Munni Akter could barely afford enough food to survive. “I was lost and had 
no skill to earn,” Munni recalls. That’s when she managed to get a microloan—just $40—from the 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC). The loan enabled her to begin selling food on 
the street at a profit. Over the years her business grew. Today Munni runs a small food factory that 
employs twenty-six workers. She is out of poverty and proudly independent. 

Munni Akter is just one of nearly 11 million Bangladeshis who have benefited from microloans, 
and BRAC is the world’s largest nongovernment organization working to reduce poverty. But BRAC 
is much more than a microlender. The group organizes recipients of microloans into small groups of 
twenty to thirty people. Group members guarantee each other’s loans, provide mutual assistance, 
and often operate as a springboard for other improvements in their lives. BRAC also operates health 
care and education programs and teaches women about gender equality and the law so that they can 
speak up for their rights and resist exploitation. 

To spread the message of empowerment, BRAC trains some women as paralegals, or shebikas 
(“helpers” in Sanskrit). These women learn how to handle crises such as rape or domestic abuse as 
well as to provide other legal services. Over 11,000 shebikas now share their knowledge and support 
with others. 

By helping individual women to become empowered and by developing a long-term organizational 


structure to train a growing number of educators and advocates, the women in these various programs 
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have increased their collective power. That has always been 
the goal of BRAC’s founder and chairperson, Fazle Hasan 
Abed, who observes, “Poor people are poor because they are 
powerless. We must organise people for power” (BRAC 2010, 
2010b; Changemakers 2009; Haq 2011). & 


ower is a fundamental sociological concept, affecting 

every level of society and influencing our daily lives in 

countless ways. Because power pervades social life, to 

understand how society works we must consider its role 
in various social contexts. As noted political philosopher and 
social critic Bertrand Russell (1938/2004, 4) put it, “the fun- 
damental concept in social science is Power, in the same way in 
which Energy is the fundamental concept in physics.” Power, 
like energy, takes many forms and is essential in understanding 
why things happen as they do in society. 

The amount of power that we have heavily influences what 
we can accomplish in life, whether at home, at work, or in our 
community. People with more resources typically have more 
power, and those with power can use it to obtain more re- 
sources. Power, therefore, is closely linked to social inequal- 
ity, another fundamental feature of society. Inequality can be 
based on many different characteristics, including class, race, 
gender, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, and religious 
affiliation. But these different forms of inequality have some- 
thing in common: power and its influence. 

In this chapter, we define and examine power and its vari- 
ous characteristics. We look at examples of power in daily life 
as well as how differences in power affect inequality, and we 
explore how different types of inequality interact. We conclude 
by noting how economic power is increasingly translated into 
political influence through campaign contributions. 


of Power 


You know that the United States is a powerful nation and that 
your boss has more power than you do. But what is “power,” 
exactly? And how can this concept be applied to such different 
settings as international relations and the workplace? Different 
approaches to understanding power highlight different aspects 
of this important concept (Blalock 1989; Gaventa 1982; Lukes 
2005; Mann 1986; Poggi 2001; Sharp 1973; Smith 1990; 
Wartenberg 1990; Wrong 1979). 


Defining Power 


The word power is derived from a Latin word, potere, which 
means “to be able.” Max Weber (1922/1978, 926) viewed 
power as the ability to bring about an intended outcome, even 
when opposed by others. Two key components of this definition 
are the basis for an important distinction: Some sociologists 
focus on the “ability to bring about an intended outcome,” or 


the “power to” approach, so called because it highlights the 
capacity to accomplish something. Others focus on the abil- 
ity to overcome opposition, or the “power over” approach, so 
called because it highlights the capacity to dominate others 
(Ng and Bradac 1993). These two aspects of power are not mu- 
tually exclusive, and feminist scholars, especially, have worked 
to integrate both approaches into a comprehensive analysis of 
power (Allen 2008). Let’s consider these aspects of power more 
closely. 


Empowerment: “Power To” 


As noted, the “power to” approach emphasizes “the ability to 
bring about an intended outcome,” highlighting the positive and 
constructive aspects of power. Empowerment, which increases 
people’s capacity to bring about an intended outcome, is the fo- 
cus of much feminist scholarship on power. Social philosopher 
Virginia Held (1993), for example, argues that power is the ca- 
pacity to change and empower oneself and others. According 
to political scientist Nancy Hartsock (1983, 226), the “femi- 
nist theory of power” views power as a competence and abil- 
ity, rather than a form of dominance. Sociologist Patricia Hill 
Collins (2000) highlights the use of power to resist oppression. 
People often discuss power and empowerment in terms of 
individual effort and achievement. If your goal is to find an 
interesting, decent-paying job, 
then acquiring appropri- 
ate education and expe- 
rience can help give you~ 
the “power to” accomplish od 
your objective. Empower- 
ment often involves indi- 
vidual enhancement and 
self-improvement. Individ- 
ual self-empowerment is 
the theme of popular self- 
help books with titles such as 
Empowerment: The Art of Creating Your Life as You Want It. 
Empowerment can also involve organizations, communi- 
ties, and entire categories of people. International development 
agencies, for example, try to empower poor people by increas- 
ing their capacity to care for themselves and their families 
(Alsop and Heinsohn 2005). The Bangladesh Rural Advance- 
ment Committee mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, 
for example, seeks to empower an oppressed group through 
a combination of economic assistance and educational pro- 
grams. Other programs and organizations have also used 
this combination to produce promising results worldwide. A 
program in South Africa, for instance, has empowered women 
to reduce by half the incidence of physical and sexual vio- 
lence in their community (Kim et al. 2007). Similarly, the 
women’s movement in the United States has helped to em- 
power women, enabling them to gain greater equality in the 
workplace, more options in their roles at home, better medical 
care, more equitable access to education, and greater participa- 
tion in sports. As women have become empowered, they have 
accomplished these gains without dominating men, making 
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on social theory 


Feminist theories point out 
that power can involve competence 
and empowerment, rather than 
just the domination of others. Have 
you experienced empowerment in 
your own life in some way without 
diminishing the power of others? 
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their achievements examples of the “power to” act rather than 
“power over” others. 

The “power to” approach can also apply to social systems 
such as schools, governments, or even entire societies. Ameri- 
can sociologist Talcott Parsons (1960) saw power as the capac- 
ity of a social system to achieve collective goals. In the tradi- 
tion of structural functionalism, Parsons was most interested 
in the overall operation of societies as social systems. Accord- 
ing to his framework, a society is powerful to the extent that it 
can accomplish its goals. Doing so requires access to resources, 
among them money and knowledge. Wealthy societies have 
more resources—and thus are more powerful—than poorer 
societies (one way that power and inequality are often con- 
nected). Powerful societies can maintain a high standard of 
living for their citizens, en- 

sure self-defense, advance 
scientific and technologi- 
cal frontiers, and achieve 
other collective goals. By 
all these measures, the 

United States and other 

wealthy nations are pow- 

erful societies, whereas im- 

poverished countries are 
much less powerful. 
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on social theory 


Functionalist theories of power 
focus on the capacity of social 
systems to achieve collective goals. 
What is an example of a social 
system that you are a part of, 

and what collective goals does it 
attempt to achieve? 


Strategies of Empowerment: 


Educate, Organize, Network 


The old saying, “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a 
day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime” ex- 
presses the difference between charity and empowerment. A 
gift provides only temporary relief and fosters a relationship 
of dependency; a person who is empowered develops an en- 
during capacity and independence. Whether adopted by an in- 
dividual, a small group, or a national or an international orga- 
nization, strategies to increase empowerment generally involve 
a combination of education, organization, and networking 


(Dugan 2003). 


Education is probably the best-known approach to em- 
powerment. Some teaching philosophies, for example, 
focus heavily on empowering students rather than simply 
transmitting facts (Freire 1970). To achieve their goal, 
people or groups must understand their situation, have a 
vision of what needs to be done, and obtain the training 
and skills they need to reach their goal. For some people, 

a college education can be an important means of learning 
about their situation and developing the skills necessary for 
rewarding employment and a more fulfilling life. 


@ Organization involves bringing people together to iden- 


tify common goals and work to achieve them. Smoothly 
operating workplaces are well organized, for example, with 
employees and management cooperating to achieve organi- 
zational goals. When communities of disempowered peo- 
ple organize, the neighborhood associations, labor unions, 
and advocacy groups that result can serve as megaphones 
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to amplify the concerns of group members and help them 
to stand up more powerfully to adversaries. The shebikas 
organized through BRAC’s Human Rights and Legal Edu- 
cation program, discussed in our chapter opening, show 
how organization can empower people. As one guide to 
community organizing notes, “Building a strong, lasting, 
and staffed organization alters the relations of power. . . . 
When the organization is strong enough, it will have to be 
consulted about decisions that affect its members” (Bobo, 
Kendall, and Max 2001, 12). 


m Networking involves reaching outside your immediate 

circle of contacts to find allies. Professional associations 

in many fields hold conferences and social events to facili- 
tate networking to search for employment or to advance 
careers. Organizations also network by forming coalitions 
and other collaborative efforts. In this way, they pool their 
resources to achieve goals they would be unlikely to ac- 
complish on their own. 


Domination: “Power Over” 


At all levels of social life, people disagree. For example, a par- 
ent grounds a teenager but the teenager resists; a corporation 
wants to build a toxic waste incinerator near a neighborhood, 
but the residents object; or one political party proposes legisla- 
tion that another party opposes. In all these cases, the effort to 
accomplish something meets opposition and produces conflict. 
That’s why the second part of our definition of power includes 
the idea of conflict: “the ability to bring about an intended out- 
come, even when opposed by others.” This emphasis is called the 
“power over” approach, since it focuses on overcoming oppo- 


ORGANIZE 


«» This classic graphic illustrates the idea that through organization 
weaker parties can join forces to take on a more powerful adversary. 


sition or dominating others. In one classic 
definition from political scientist Robert 
Dahl (1957), power is seen exclusively in 
terms of domination: “A has power over B 
to the extent that he can get B to do some- 
thing that B would not otherwise do” (p. 
202). 

Domination can occur at any level of 
society. Forcing children to be brides, as is 
done in some cultures, reflects both domi- 
nation at the individual level (the future of 
a specific young woman is determined by 
her extended family) as well as inequalities 
at the societal level (women in such societ- 
ies lack power in social life). Often macro- 
level inequalities in power trickle down to 
affect people’s daily lives. At the same time, 
the personal choices people make have a 
cumulative impact on broader dynamics 
of social power, a process captured neatly 
by the feminist slogan “The personal is 
political.” 

The most obvious use of power as a 
means of domination is in political and economic conflicts, 
as powerful elites attempt to maintain their advantages over 
others. We examine such situations more closely later in the 
chapter, when we explore systems of social inequality. 


Strategies to Overcome 
Opposition: Persuade, 
Reward, Coerce 


Imagine that someone you live with—your roommate, part- 
ner, or spouse—has a much lower standard of cleanliness than 
you do. He or she leaves the sink full of dirty dishes and leaves 
clothes, papers, and half-eaten food lying around. If you want 
this person to be neater, you have three options. First, you 
could try persuasion, which would involve convincing the per- 
son to clean up out of fairness, because of health concerns, or 
to eliminate the growing stench that is putting a damper on 
your social life. If persuasion didn’t work, you could try offer- 
ing a reward: “If you do your share of the cleaning for a month, 
Pll pay for us to go out to see a movie.” Finally, if all else fails, 
you could try a threat: “If you don’t keep up with your share of 
the cleaning, you can’t live here anymore.” 

Participants in any conflict, whether minor or serious, have 
these same three basic options: persuade, reward, or coerce 
others to get them to comply (Kriesberg 1982, 115). 


m To persuade is to get people’s compliance by convincing them 
of the correctness of your position and goals. An organiza- 
tion dedicated to combating sexually transmitted diseases, 
for example, might launch a campaign to educate people 
about the importance of condoms. Over time, as people 
hear this message repeatedly, some might begin to alter 
their behavior. The group has power—it is able to achieve 


G Public service announcements, such as 
this one discouraging texting while driving, are 
an example of trying to persuade people to 
act—or not act—in a certain way. 


its goals—to the extent that it can reach 
and influence people through education. 
However, this type of power is limited, 
since it usually cannot overcome stubborn 
opposition. Also, the use of persuasion 

is not always forthright or honest. Some 
actors manipulate, distort, or withhold 
information to convince others to act in a 
desired way, such as authoritarian govern- 
ments that control the media. Citizens in 
such societies may voluntarily comply with 
the government’s wishes, but the rulers 
have obtained this compliance by using 
false, incomplete, or misleading informa- 
tion. Even in open societies, misleading 
propaganda efforts by governments and 
powerful corporations can shape the terms 
of debate about many issues, thereby achieving compliance 


under false pretenses (Chomsky 1989). 


m A second strategy to overcome opposition is to offer a 
reward. To reward is to encourage people’s compliance by 
offering a positive incentive. Rewarding a child with words 


PROCLAMATION 


5 000 
REWARD 


FOR EACH of SEVEN ROBBERS ef THE TRAIN at 
WINSTON, MO.,JULY 15,1881, and THE MURDER of 
CONDUCTER WESTFALL 


$ 0,000.00 


ADDITIONAL for ARREST or CAPTURE 


DEAD OR ALIVE 
OF JESSE OR FRANK JAMES 


THIS NOTICE TAKES the PLACE of ALL PREVIOUS 
REWARD NOTICES. 
CONTACT SHERIFF, DAVIESS COUNTY, MISSOURI 
IMMEDIATELY 
T. T. CRITTENDEN, GOVERNOR 
STATE OF MISSOURI 
WLY 26, 1881 


<» Rewarding others is one way to achieve compliance. Why are 
rewards often used to capture criminals? What rewards—other than 
cash—can be useful in daily life? 


JOaMOd JO SW104 Bulpueyssapun 


113 


Power 


CHAPTER 5 


114 


of praise, an athlete with a trophy, or a country with eco- 
nomic or military assistance are all ways to encourage or 
reinforce desirable behavior. 


m To coerce is to force compliance by threatening, intimidating, 
pressuring, or harming someone. Drivers generally obey the 
speed limit (or something close to it) because they know a 
speeding ticket can be very expensive. Therefore, the threat 
of possible punishment has a coercive effect on their behav- 
ior. In this case, compliance is a result of systemic coercion 
in which social structures—not just individuals—are in 
place to deliver a threat. 


Reward and coercion are sometimes two sides of the same 
coin. As a student you may work hard in school, even when 
you do not enjoy it, because you have been taught that your 
chances for good employment—with all the accompanying 
rewards—will be improved significantly if you have a college 
degree. You also know that receiving failing grades is likely to 
harm your prospects for graduation and employment—an im- 
plicit coercion. 

In many cases, coercion is much more sinister, involving 
threats to people’s livelihood, freedom, or physical well-being. 
In some repressive societies, people who fail to comply with au- 
thority can lose their jobs, while those who obey are allowed to 
pursue successful careers. In the most authoritarian societies, 
those with power use the most sinister forms of coercion: im- 
prisoning, beating, or killing people who refuse to comply. Be- 
cause these techniques are inefficient, they are typically used as 
a last resort. However, through the force of their example, they 
can have a coercive effect on large numbers of citizens. (Na- 
tions, too, use such coercion against their enemies.) Ultimately, 
though, because force is expensive and can create opposition, 
people in power cannot rely for long on coercion alone. It is 
more efficient to have people control their own behavior. 


«» Egyptian police use violence to disperse pro-democracy 
demonstrators in the country’s 2011 revolution. Physical force is 
typically the last resort in obtaining compliance. As a type of coer- 
cion, it is expensive, inefficient, and often ineffective in the long run 
because it generates anger and resentment. 


4» Power operates in all levels of social life. Many everyday 


interactions involve power. In this soccer match, a referee uses his 
authority to intervene in a dispute. 


Power is an essential part of social relationships at every level 
of social life, including your relationships with your family 
and friends, your professor, your boss, the police, and the gov- 
ernment. Many sociologists, including Max Weber and Karl 
Marx, focused much of their attention on the operation of 
power at the macro level of society, examining governmental 
and economic power. We explore these ideas in more detail 
later in the chapter. 

However, power is also involved in social interactions at the 
micro level. For example, intimate partner violence is a seri- 
ous social issue, and rates of physical and sexual abuse are es- 
pecially high among high school and college students (Straus 
2004). Women, in particular, suffer the consequences of this 
abuse. Intimate partner violence produces a sense of power- 
lessness in the victim, often leading to depression. A survey of 
undergraduate women found that the more violence they expe- 
rience in their relationships, the less powerful and the more de- 
pressed they feel (Filson et al. 2010). Perpetrators use violence 
to assert control and gain power over their partners. 

In between macro- and micro-level interactions are the meso- 
level organizations to which we all belong. Studying power can 
also help us to understand how such organizations operate. 


Power in Small Groups 
and Organizations 


Sociologists who study power in small groups and organiza- 
tions examine how such groups operate and what roles their 
leaders play. Many of their insights can be applied to friendship 
circles, families, and clubs as well as to more formal settings 
such as schools and workplaces. 


thinking about 


power 


How do those who have POWeF over your actions and decisions maintain their control? 


In one classic formulation, John French and Bertram Ra- 
ven identified six bases of power in small groups and organi- 
zations (French and Raven 1959/2001; 
Raven 1965). Notice how these power 
bases overlap with the broader strategies 
for overcoming opposition we discussed 
earlier: 


m= Reward power is the control one 
party has over valued resources 
that can be used to provide positive 
incentives. By offering children a 
weekly allowance, parents can gain 
power over their behavior. 


m Coercive power is the ability to 
punish—for example, by withhold- 
ing valued resources or by inflicting 
verbal or physical harm. Police of- 
ficers can usually generate compli- 
ance because they can issue citations, arrest people, or even 
shoot them if necessary. 


m Legitimate power is exercised by those who invoke a feel- 
ing of obligation; one “ought” to obey, perhaps as a result 
of shared cultural values or out of respect for someone’s for- 
mal rank or position in the social structure. You are likely 
to carry out a boss’s order to do a routine task at work; you 
would ignore a similar order about your private home life. 


m Referent power is based on feelings of identification, af- 
fection, and respect for another person, even if that person 
does not seek influence over others. A popular colleague in 
a workplace might have referent power because others look 
up to her and view her as a model. 


m Expert power arises from the perception that a person 

has superior knowledge in a particular area. A lawyer has 
expert power in legal matters in relation to a client. Expert 
power is about the perception of knowledge, not necessar- 
ily actual knowledge. Someone seen as an authority carries 
expert power whether or not he has actual expertise. Con- 
versely, a real authority on some topic may not have expert 
power if others do not recognize that expertise. 


= Informational power is based on a person’s use of facts, 
data, or other evidence to argue rationally or persuade. A 
project manager has informational power when she con- 
vinces her boss to approve a new product. Those with in- 
formation can increase their influence by sharing it, with- 
holding it, organizing it effectively, or even manipulating 
or falsifying it. 


These categories can overlap—a leader can withhold a re- 
ward as a type of coercion—but the distinctions help us to rec- 
ognize different sources of power. Also, a person’s use of one 
type of power can affect another. For example, when a man- 
ager gives an employee a bad evaluation—a use of coercive 
power—that action is likely to undermine his or her referent 
power with that person. 


Sociologists and social psychologists have done a great deal 
of research on the dynamics of small groups, including those 
associated with power (Forsythe 2010). 
Researchers have shown that when au- 
thorities rely on reward or coercive power, 
their influence weakens if the amount of 
resources they control is reduced. How- 
ever, authorities who have earned respect 
and are seen as legitimate enjoy group 
members’ loyalty regardless of their abil- 
ity to reward or coerce. Such loyalty can 
evaporate, however, if the person in au- 
thority acts in ways that group members 
consider unfair, unethical, or disrespect- 
ful (Lammers et al. 2008; Tyler 2005; 
Tyler and Blader 2003). 

Compared to powerful people, those 
who feel relatively powerless are more 
likely to use coercion, because they 
think they have no other means of achieving their aims. Some 
parents and teachers feel relatively powerless when children 
seem out of control. These adults are more likely to use coercive 
threats and punishment than are parents and teachers who feel 
empowered (Bugental and Lewis 1999). 

Authorities generally prefer rewards over coercion because 
they worry about retaliation (Molm 1997). However, group 
members often tolerate a coercive leader if the group is suc- 
cessful in achieving its goals (Michener and Lawler 1975), or if 
they trust the leader (Friedland 1976). If a leader lacks referent 
power, uses coercion, and asks group members to carry out un- 
pleasant tasks, though, group members are more likely to resist 
his or her authority (Yukl, Kim, and Falbe 1996). People are 
also more likely to oppose authorities if they perceive their ac- 
tions as unjust, view fellow group members as comrades, learn 
to act together as a group, and believe they have group support 
when speaking out (Gamson, Fireman, and Rytina 1982). 


Power Tactics 


How do you try to get your way when dealing with your 
friends or your boss? Power tactics are the specific strategies 
people use to influence others in everyday life. These familiar 
strategies involve power, though we often do not think of 
them in those terms. (See Table 5.1.) A child who persists 
in yelling, “I want it! I want it!” in a store is using a power 
tactic. A worker who ridicules his or her colleague is using a 
power tactic. Power tactics vary along three key dimensions 


(Forsythe 2010, 228): 


=m Hard and soft. Hard tactics are forceful, direct, or harsh. 
People employing them use economic rewards and other 
tangible outcomes, and even threats. A cash rebate or a 
threat to repossess your car is a hard tactic. Soft tactics focus 
on relationships. People employing soft tactics make use of 
collaboration and friendship to achieve an aim. A friendly 
reminder that you need to do some task is a soft tactic. 
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TABLE5.1 POWER TACTICS USED TO INFLUENCE OTHERS IN EVERYDAY SITUATIONS 
Tactic Examples 
Appeal Beg for help; plead with someone to play fair 
Bully Yell; push someone around ae ae =< 
Collaborate Invite someone to help; provide assistance as needed : ~ — 
Complain Protest to a store manager about poor service; grumble to a professor about an assignment 5 
Soules Point out the limitations in a plan; find fault with i eee aioe ee a =. 
Demand Ask for a refund; insist on speaking to a supervisor . ; c ; 
USES Talk over a situation in a group; come up with a plan of action ; = ae 
Disengage Walk out in the middle of the argument; give someone the cold shoulder oa 
Evade Change the subject; don’t return phone calls bs an ieee oe in. 
be Point out the advantages of a plan; note the personal benefits someone will receive por 
Ingratiate Flatter; compliment setae ae = 
Inspire Appeal to a person’s loyalty; cheer someone on j ar 


Join forces 


Find allies to help fight an opponent; agree to approach the boss as a group 


Joke Use humor to help others relax; ridicule opponents 

Manipulate Lie; leave out important details in a report i ; TE 
Negotiate Offer a deal; Rs: to compromise + Tic ia 
Persist Refuse to take no for an answer, keep trying Me aS 
Persuade Convince someone of the wisdom of a position * tera 
promise Assure someone that you will follow through with a plan ice «a 
Punish Fire someone; ‘ground a child for the week ce Tey 

Put down Insult s someone; disparage a person ; abilities a i ae ee! = = 
Request Ask for a favor a a 
Reward  ———_Take someone to lunch as thanks; give someone ne a promotion oe Pag ign ake 
Socialize Ask about the family; male small talk . o +a. aa a 

Threaten Warn about taking legal action; warn that yoi you will divulge embarraseine, informatio alts 


Source: Adapted from Forsythe (2010). 


= Rational and nonrational. Rational tactics appeal to disengagement. Military leaders employ unilateral tactics 

logic and include bargaining and rational persuasion. when they issue orders. Bilateral tactics involve give-and- 
Many newspaper editorials use rational tactics. Nonra- take, as in negotiations and discussions. When a home- 
tional tactics include emotional appeals, such as when owner and a prospective buyer negotiate a sale price for a 
television commercials imply that driving a particular type house, they use bilateral tactics. 

o of car will make you sexy. : : mele 

z y y The way power and inequality operate within broader 

© 8 Unilateral and bilateral. Unilateral tactics do not require society can influence the dynamics of small groups. For ex- 

A cooperation to initiate; they include demands, orders, or ample, women have higher levels of referent power than men 

= 

a 

< 

A 
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THROUGH A SQCIOLOGICAL tens 


Foucault’s Distinctive View of Power 


id you ever think school was like a prison? If so, French so- 

ciologist Michel Foucault (1926-1984) would have agreed 

with you. In Discipline and Punish (1975/1995) Foucault 

explained how modern prisons emerged in the eighteenth 
century as a humane way of treating criminals, rather than tor- 
turing or killing them. Advocates of prison reform argued they 
would deter crime by more effectively controlling criminals. As it 
turns out, prisons didn’t deter crime, but they did demonstrate a 
new form of power and social control that involved detailed time 
schedules, restricting prisoners’ physical movement, and observ- 
ing and evaluating their behavior. These features of prisons were 
adapted and applied to other new social institutions, including 
factories, psychiatric hospitals, and modern schools. (We revisit 
these developments in Chapter 8, on social control.) 

Foucault’s study of prisons made use of his unique view of 
power, which has influenced many scholars. Foucault argued that 
although power can be oppressive and dominating, it can also 
have a positive effect. He wrote, “We must cease once and for all 
to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes,’ 
it ‘represses,’ it ‘censors,’ it ‘abstracts,’ it ‘masks,’ it ‘conceals.’ In 
fact power produces; it produces reality .. .” (Foucault 1975/1995, 
194). 

For Foucault, power “produces reality” because it is made up 
of systems of knowledge that organize, label, and measure the 
world in distinct ways. For example, science, religion, and busi- 
ness each have an internal logic, unique assumptions, distinct 
vocabulary, and central ideas. Because a minister or priest views 
the world in terms of “grace,” a scientist in terms of “empirical 
evidence,” or an executive in terms of “profit,” each understands 
the world differently. Each person’s ideas and beliefs influence 
his or her behavior by encouraging some actions and discourag- 
ing others. 

As knowledge systems—faith in a God, science, or capitalism— 
become accepted, they become taken-for-granted assumptions 
about the world and therefore assume enormous power and in- 
fluence. Those who question or challenge such dominant systems 
of knowledge are marginalized, ostracized, and even punished. In 
the end, such systems of knowledge help to control behavior and 
are therefore forms of power in themselves. 

Foucault coined the term power/knowledge to show that how 
we understand and interpret the world both enlightens and re- 
stricts us. That’s because systems of knowledge order, rank, and 


do; people typically evaluate women more favorably than men 
and like them more (Carli 1999). But women who use a direct 
leadership style are judged more harshly than men, and they 
have to outperform men to be seen as equally competent. Men 
have more expert power, and because people generally believe 
men are more competent than women, men can draw upon 


make visible various aspects of the world, enabling it to be con- 
trolled more effectively. When applied to people, such systems of 
knowledge serve as mechanisms of social control. New ways of 
thinking—like the idea for creating the modern prison—are de- 
veloped into real-world social institutions in which certain types 
of actions are allowed and encouraged and others are prohibited 
and discouraged, though resistance is always possible. 

Although some people benefit from certain forms of knowl- 
edge—clergy have considerable legal power in religiously based 
societies whereas psychiatrists are influential within our own 
society—they don’t necessarily control the use of that knowl- 
edge. That is, individuals don’t wield power; instead they navi- 
gate through a system of knowledge. In fact, Foucault argued 
that, rather than people using power, power helps form our sense 
of self; we are the product of power. 

Foucault saw power as dispersed throughout society, rather 
than being centralized in the hands of small groups or individu- 
als. “Power is everywhere,” he wrote (Foucault 1978/1980, 93), 
“not because it embraces everything but because it comes from 
everywhere.” Power relationships play out in countless local 
“fields,” such as the family, prison, the workplace, a doctor’s of- 
fice, a classroom, and a church. As a consequence, power is frag- 
mented into many different forms. This is why much of Foucault’s 
work was organized around particular subjects, such as prison, 
sexuality, and madness. Each of these fields has its own power 
dynamics. 

Most powerful of all are the systems of knowledge that cause 
people to change their behavior willingly, by monitoring their 
own actions to conform to expectations. Susan Bartky (1990) ar- 
gues that because of such self-surveillance, many women closely 
regulate their own bodies through constant dieting, “proper” 
hair removal, and wearing make-up and fashionable clothing. 
When carried to extremes, the impact of such disciplinary power 
can produce eating disorders and other unhealthy behaviors— 
another form of prison. 


think about it 


1. Do you agree with Foucault that power/knowledge helps to 
control people’s behavior? Why or why not? 


2. Can you think of examples to illustrate Foucault’s idea that we 
regulate ourselves by conforming to social expectations? 


meray 


this perception as a source of influence. Gender differences are 
affected by a person’s position within the social structure, how- 
ever; people who are relatively powerful—women or men— 
report using more direct strategies to influence others than do 
less powerful individuals. (For a very different take on power, 
consider the Through a Sociological Lens box.) 
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Power 


CHAPTER 5 


Political, and Cultural 
Uses of Power 


Think of the people and institutions that have power in our 
society. What do they do with it? Power is used in many ways, 
but three of the most important purposes to which it is applied 
are economic, political, and cultural. 


Economic Power: 
Allocating Resources 


Within any group or society, power determines who will re- 
ceive important resources and how those resources will be 
used. Within a family, the person who controls spending 
wields considerable power over other family members, decid- 
ing in many cases what food or clothes will be bought, how 
leisure time will be spent, and where the family will live. Busi- 
ness executives have the power to open new stores, offices, or 
factories in one place and close them in others. They have the 
power to hire and lay off workers and to determine their sala- 
ries, decisions that can have a profound impact on employees’ 
lives and communities. 

Governments at all levels have the power to allocate re- 
sources, generating revenue by collecting taxes and fees and 
then distributing that money through public projects, social 
programs, military spending, and other poli- 
cies. Within particular agencies or depart- 
ments, officials wield power by exercising 
control over budgets and supplies. 


Political Power: 
Making Rules 
and Decisions 


Power can also be used for political purposes, 
enabling some people to set the conditions 
under which others are expected to live. Par- 
ents typically set the rules for how a house- 
hold will function and how children should 
behave. In a workplace or school, the manag- 
ers or administrators establish how the group 
will operate. Setting the rules for how the 
entire society will operate is the role of gov- 
ernment. Politicians and government officials 
pass laws and establish regulations that orga- 
nize many aspects of our daily lives. Those 
with power set the rules, and those without 
power are expected to follow them. 
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Cultural Power: 
Defining Reality 


To prepare others to comply with their agenda, those with 
power define social reality in a particular way and encour- 
age others to agree with their interpretation. Parents, for ex- 
ample, steer their children toward or away from certain types 
of books, entertainment, or religious instruction. By doing 
so, they are trying to shape how their children understand 
and define social reality by influencing their children’s values 
and worldviews. If children internalize their parents’ beliefs and 
values, they are unlikely to challenge or violate the rules set 
down by parents. 

A similar process operates in society at large, as the media 
and schools shape our worldview. By selecting certain news 
stories and sources, the news media teach us to view certain 
topics and people as important and worthy of consideration 
(local crime stories or celebrities), while marginalizing or ig- 
noring others who are not given routine coverage (advocates 
for the poor) (Croteau and Hoynes 1994b). Influencing the sto- 
ries people read, the ideas they consider, and the perspectives 
to which they are regularly exposed is one way of exercising 
power in a society (Herman and Chomsky 1988/2002). 

Schools exert power by including certain topics and exclud- 
ing others. Until the middle of the twentieth century, history 
courses at all levels—elementary school to college—taught 
American history almost exclusively from the perspective of 
white, wealthy, straight men. Indeed, U.S. history was virtu- 
ally equated with this group, since they were the ones who held 
positions of power in the government, military, and economy. 
Women of all classes, people of color, the working class, gays 


o™ 
¢» Schools of all sorts shape how children understand the world. Here, boys study in an 
Islamic religious school or madrassa. How did your education help shape your worldview? 


and lesbians—the vast majority of the population—were 
nearly invisible. As these groups have gained power in soci- 
ety, school curriculums have changed, and they now provide a 
more diverse view of history. 

Italian Marxist activist-scholar Antonio Gramsci (1891— 
1937) argued that the class in power maintains its dominance 
not simply through the use of force, which is the job of the 
state’s police and military forces, but also through the ma- 
nipulation of ideas, which it accomplishes primarily through 
its control of cultural institutions such as the mass media, re- 
search and policy institutes (“think-tanks”), and universities. 
Gramsci (1929-1935/1971) applied the word hegemony to this 
situation. Hegemony exists when those in power have successfully 
spread their ideas—and marginalized alternative viewpoints—so 
that their perspectives and interests are accepted widely as being 
universal and true. By manipulating ideas, those in power can 
often manufacture the consent of others. For example, politi- 
cal leaders typically demonize foreign en- 
emies in rallying citizen support for a war. 
Gramsci argued that hegemony is a tenuous 
condition that must be actively maintained 
in the face of constant challenges. 

As we see later in this chapter, systems 
of social inequality are also reinforced by a 
justifying ideology that oppressed people 
themselves sometimes internalize. Cultural 
norms, the legal system, schools, the me- 
dia, and other social institutions may all 
play a role in creating and maintaining this 


ideology. 


Economic, political, and cultural powers 
are based in real-world social institutions, 
including businesses, government, and re- 
ligions. At different points in history, each 
of these has been more influential than the 
other two. In the West, the power of reli- 
gious institutions was most important in shaping daily life in 
the medieval period. By the eighteenth and nineteenth centu- 
ties, the rise of the secular nation-state signaled the growing 
influence of military and political power. In recent decades, 
economic power, in the form of transnational corporations, has 
become the most influential, in many cases eclipsing the influ- 
ence of government (Mann 1986; Poggi 2001). 


Power and Social 


Relationships 


Power at all levels of society is rooted in social relationships, 
and it is limited by the relationships on which it is based. 
In this section we explore various aspects of these social re- 


lationships, including the role of compliance in relationships 
of power and the importance of disobedience as a strategy for 
resisting power. 


Types of Authority: 
Traditional, Rational-Legal, 
and Charismatic 

Max Weber (1915/1946b) made an important distinction be- 


tween legitimate and illegitimate power. Legitimate power is 
voluntarily accepted by those who are affected. Weber’s idea of 
legitimate power is sometimes translated as “authority.” A re- 
ligious congregation, for example, might recognize and accept 
its spiritual leader’s right to issue instructions and therefore 
voluntarily follow his or her wishes. Illegitimate power relies 
on force or coercion to generate obedience. A kidnapper or mili- 
tary dictator may be able to cause others to 
obey orders, but they do not obey willingly. 
Instead, they comply only because of the 
threat of violence if they disobey. 

Weber (1915/1946b) further specified 
three types of legitimate power, or author- 
ity. The first, traditional authority, as 
legitimacy because of compliance with well- 
established cultural practices. These prac- 
tices can vary widely, but from Europe’s 
medieval nobility to modern chieftains in 
countless tribal societies around the globe, 
traditional leaders are widely perceived as 
legitimate because they derive their power 
from longstanding cultural customs that 
are usually not questioned. The child of a 
king becomes the next ruler for life because 
that is the way royalty works; people believe 
in the tradition. Often religious beliefs help 
to justify and support traditional authority. 

By contrast, rational-legal authority has legitimacy because 
it is based on established laws, rules, and procedures. A president 
or prime minister is elected for a set term through an estab- 
lished process. A university president is hired after the school 
conducts a formal search and a series of interviews. These indi- 
viduals gain legitimacy because they were selected through an 
agreed-upon procedure. 

In the classic British movie Monty Python and the Holy Grail, 
an amusing scene sums up the difference between traditional 
and rational-legal authority. In the scene, Britain’s legendary 
King Arthur encounters some peasants who challenge his le- 
gitimacy. The king appeals to traditional authority whereas the 
peasants insist on a rational-legal process for choosing a leader. 


ARTHUR: I am your king! 
PEASANT WOMAN: Well, I didn’t vote for you. 
ARTHUR: You don’t vote for kings. 


thinking about 


power 


How were you socialized to view those who hold power in government? 
Those who wield corporate power? 
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PEASANT WOMAN: Well, how did you become king then? 


ARTHUR: The Lady of the Lake . . . held aloft [the sword] 
Excalibur from the bosom of the water signifying by Di- 
vine Providence that I, Arthur, was to carry Excalibur. 
That is why I am your king! 


PEASANT MAN: Listen—strange women lying in ponds 
distributing swords is no basis for a system of govern- 
ment. Supreme executive power derives from a man- 
date from the masses, not from some farcical aquatic 
ceremony. 


ARTHUR: Be quiet! 


As these peasants recognize, a rational-legal process requires 
some transparency and logical justification, whereas tradition 
is, in effect, self-justifying. Weber argued that with the rise of 
science, industrialization, and democratic processes, rational- 
legal forms of authority rapidly replaced traditional ones. 
The contemporary spread of democratic forms of government 
around the world continues this trend. 

Weber also described a third form of legitimate power. 
Charismatic authority is power whose legitimacy is derived 
from the extraordinary personal characteristics of an individual 
leader, which inspire loyalty and devotion. Charismatic leader- 
ship is usually not transferable. Therefore, this form of author- 
ity is typically short lived and episodic. Charismatic leaders 
can inspire groups of people to act, even though such leaders 
may possess no formal institutional power. Examples of char- 
ismatic leaders include compelling politicians, a motivating 
team coach or captain, a dynamic celebrity activist, or an in- 
spirational spiritual leader. 


The Role of Compliance 


Weber based his distinctions between legitimate and illegiti- 
mate power on the perceptions of the people obeying the or- 
ders, but he did not address how those perceptions are created 


and, therefore, how different types of leaders sustain their 
power by maintaining their followers’ compliance. To take 
an extreme example, long-term hostages sometimes identify 
with their captors and voluntarily follow their wishes, an effect 
called the Stockholm Syndrome. This phenomenon, however, 
does not transform the abductor’s power from illegitimate to 
legitimate. Instead, it shows compliance is more complicated 
than it may at first appear. 

Power is limited by the social relationships on which it is 
based. The president of the United States, for example, is pow- 
erful only as long as others agree to carry out his commands. If 
the president orders a military attack or initiates a relief effort, 
many other people must carry out the commands for these 
goals to be accomplished. Authoritarian regimes can collapse 
when a large enough number of citizens refuse to obey their 
leaders and demonstrate for change—a situation that has oc- 
curred many times in history. 

On a more mundane level, those with power in everyday life 
also depend on compliance to maintain their position. Students 
must agree to complete the paper assigned by their teacher, work- 
ers usually comply with the boss’s rules, and children consent 
to their parent’s request to finish their chores. In other words, 
people are not passive objects of the demands of those in power; 
they can react in a variety of ways, from complying voluntarily 
to resisting and thereby undermining authority. 

The degree of compliance in a social situation is often not 
apparent at first glance. It takes a sociological understanding 
of power to see that simmering conflict can lurk just beneath 
the apparently calm, orderly surface of societies. When compli- 
ance is withdrawn, conflict may seem to erupt suddenly and 
dramatically. For example, in 2011 a series of revolutions and 
uprisings swept northern Africa and the Middle East in what 
became known as the Arab Spring. Protests, riots, strikes, and 
other disruptions can start small and spread rapidly as people 
decide that they will no longer comply. This type of rebellion is 
itself another form of power: the power of disobedience. 


a> The three types of authority outlined by Weber can be found in contemporary life. The Pope relies on traditional authority 
to gain the allegiance of the world’s Catholics. A police officer relies on rational-legal authority to carry out her duties. 
Although she no longer holds public office, Sarah Palin has had a significant impact on U.S. politics through her charismatic 
authority. What other examples of each type of authority can you think of? 
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SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Promoting the Power of Nonviolence 


ne of the core sociological insights about power is that it 

depends on compliance. Consequently, those with little 

apparent power can use noncompliance, or disobedience, 

to great effect in bringing about social change. Since this 
insight comes from sociology, it is no surprise that three of the 
people most closely associated with the power of disobedience 
studied sociology in college. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968) was a sociology major as 
an undergraduate. His later activism showed his understanding 
of how power operates in social relationships and how those 
who appear powerless can organize to effect change. King’s 
well-known role as a charismatic leader in the civil rights move- 
ment began during the bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, in 
1955-1956, a campaign that relied on disobedience. By refusing 
to ride the city’s buses for over a year and setting up an alterna- 
tive system of transportation, thousands of African Americans 
helped end segregation on public transportation. King went on 
to aid other rights campaigns that relied heavily on civil disobedi- 
ence: nonviolent direct action that violates unjust laws. Using this 
strategy, activists successfully challenged segregation at lunch 
counters, department stores, public swimming pools, and many 
other facilities, and their efforts helped achieve access to vot- 
ing rights that had previously been denied to African Americans 
throughout the South. 

Although not as well known as Dr. King, Saul Alinsky (1g09- 
1972), who studied sociology as a graduate student, was also 
highly influential. Among activists he is recognized as the creator 
of what is often called “Alinsky-style” community organizing. 
Alinsky transformed his sociological understanding of power 
into practical applications on behalf of low-income citizens. In 
Alinsky-style organizing, trained organizers identify and coordi- 
nate the efforts of existing neighborhood leaders, who in turn 
mobilize fellow residents to work on issues they identify as priori- 
ties, such as better housing, safer neighborhoods, and stronger 
schools. In addition to emphasizing the importance of creating 
strong organizations, Alinsky advocated the use of creative con- 
frontational tactics that rely on disobedience to apply pressure 
on those in power. He emphasized the importance of operating 
outside of the experience of your opponent: for example, he 
organized fun public demonstrations, street theater, and other 
actions in which community residents could participate, rather 
than closed-door meetings that those in authority could domi- 
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The Power of Disobedience 


Since power operates within social relationships, one of the 
great ironies of social life is that those who think they are 
powerless often have a great deal of power. History is filled 
with examples of ordinary people who united and toppled 
powerful opponents. (The Sociology Matters box discusses 


nate. In 2008, Alinsky-style community organizing received some 
unusual popular attention when a one-time community organizer 
named Barack Obama was elected president. 

King and Alinksy focused on developing tactics for civil dis- 
obedience in the United States, whereas Gene Sharp (b. 1928) 
studies and writes about the power of nonviolent social action 
to bring about change in the face of dictatorship, war, and op- 
pression around the world. Sharp’s academic training includes 
a master’s degree in sociology. His classic three-volume work, 
The Politics of Nonviolent Action, sketches out a theory of power 
based on sociological principles and describes the strategic uses 
of disobedience. Volume Two chronicles hundreds of nonviolent 
protest actions, including many forms of communication (peti- 
tions, marches, teach-ins), noncooperation (boycotts and strikes), 
and nonviolent interventions (sit-ins, land seizures, and disclo- 
sure of secret information). One little-known action: in 1942, 
when the German army occupying Poland posted “For Germans 
Only” signs at cafes and hotels in Warsaw, Polish youth stole 
the signs and defiantly placed them on the lampposts and trees 
where Germans had hanged Polish patriots. Sharp’s work, now 
outlined in From Dictatorship to Democracy (1993/2010), has been 
translated into more than thirty languages and made available for 
free download on the Internet. 

Sharp has irritated authoritarian regimes and influenced. ac- 
tivists around the globe. As part of an effort to counter calls for 
more liberal reform and democracy, the Iranian Information Min- 
istry in 2008 began airing a television propaganda message that 
condemned Sharp as a “theoretician of civil disobedience and 
velvet revolutions.” That was a reference to the fact that many 
democracy movements in Eastern Europe during the 1980s and 
1990S used ideas and tactics found in Sharp’s work. The young 
people who led the Egyptian revolution in 2011 were also influ- 
enced by his work, leading the New York Times to comment, “For 
the world’s despots, [Sharp’s] ideas can be fatal” (Stohlberg 201)). 


think about it 


1. How does the concept of power relate to the work of the three 
people featured in this box? 

2. Can you think of other situations in which disobedience can be a 
source of power? If disobedience is so powerful, why isn’t it used 
more often? 
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several key figures associated with the strategic application of 
disobedience.) 

Workers have united to gain concessions from employers, 
and women have united to achieve changes in the law and in 
male-dominated institutions. The nonviolent strategies of the 
U.S. civil rights movement during the 1950s and 1960s in- 
spired many social movements to fight for the rights of other 
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oppressed groups. The people behind all these movements 
started out with little or no apparent power to effect change. 
In the end, however, their collective efforts generated enough 
power to overcome their oppressors. 

Everyone has some power. At a minimum, you always have 
power over your own actions. James Scott (1987) found that 
peasants in a Malaysian community could exert some influence 
over public policies by using “weapons of the weak,” including 
gossip about those in authority, foot-dragging, noncompliance, 
pilfering, and sabotage. None of these were organized or for- 
mal protests, but they enabled relatively powerless peasants to 
resist domination. 

Though it may appear that college students are another group 
with little power within the institutions they attend, successful 
student activism has led to changes in college policies and regu- 
lations and created new academic programs. During the 1980s, 
for example, student activism caused many institutions to with- 
draw their investments in apartheid South Africa. Later, student 
efforts on behalf of living-wage and anti-sweatshop campaigns 
led to policy changes regarding pay for campus staff and the 
way in which schools license and acquire athletic wear. In recent 
years, students have protested tuition hikes and cuts in funding 
for education. The success of these efforts demonstrates that stu- 
dents have more power than they often realize. 

The success of efforts on behalf of oppressed groups, as well 
as student activism, demonstrates two simple truths about 
power. First, when people work together, they increase their 
own power as individuals to effect change. Second, disobe- 
dience is a powerful weapon for those who struggle to effect 
change. Since power is a social relationship, people ultimately 
have the power to refuse to comply. They rarely use this power, 
often out of fear of coercion or force. But when people unite 
in an act of civil disobedience, they can instigate enormous 
change. This insight has been a powerful tool for many social 
movements, which we explore in Chapter 17. Those in power 
typically resist change promoted by oppressed groups because 
it threatens the privileges they hold, a topic we turn to now. 


An 
@» In recent years, a variety of “Tea Party” efforts have protested 


Power and Privilege 


As we cautioned in Chapter 1, viewing the world from a socio- 
logical perspective can sometimes make people uncomfortable. 
Nowhere is that more true than in dealing with the issues of 
power and privilege, topics that cut across race, class, gender, 
and other social differences (Johnson 2001). Our interests and 
perspectives—our existing power relations—affect how we 
think about power (Lukes 2005). When we learn about the un- 
equal power various groups possess, we realize that, compared 
to many other people in the world, we enjoy a considerable 
amount of power and privilege. Privilege is a special advantage 
or benefit that not everyone enjoys. The fact that most people go 
about their daily lives unaware of the privileges they enjoy is, 
in itself, an indicator of that power. 

For example, heterosexuals need not concern themselves 
with their sexual orientation, since our society’s norms, laws, 
and institutional practices have long been organized to ac- 
commodate them. Straight people can get married, obtain 
employment benefits for their spouses, adopt children, talk 
openly about their relationships without fear of negative 
consequences—they can go about their daily lives without 
thinking about being heterosexual. These are privileges that 
gays and lesbians often do not have. At the same time, a gay 
man might be acutely aware of discrimination based on sexual 
orientation while being unaware of his position of privilege as 
a white, upper-middle-class male. It is easier to recognize dis- 
advantage than privilege. 

The point of recognizing privilege is not to make people 
feel guilty. Rather, doing so allows us to understand society 
more accurately by removing the blinders that block our abil- 
ity to see how power operates. In one way or another, we are 
all involved in power relations. In our society “race,” “gender,” 
“class,” and “sexuality” tend to conjure up images of Blacks 
and Latinos, women, working class and poor people, and lesbi- 
ans and gays. But studying these topics is not just about study- 
ing those with less power. Instead, we study subjects such as 
gender and sexual orientation to determine how everyone in a 
society is connected through relations of power. In addition, 
understanding privilege can help us to identify the resources 
we have available to empower ourselves, assist others, and per- 
haps reduce inequality. 

To understand dynamics of power and privilege, it is often 
useful to consider the situation of those with less power. Doro- 
thy Smith (1987, 1990) developed standpoint theory, which 
questions taken-for-granted assumptions about society by looking 
at it from multiple viewpoints, especially from the perspective of 
people in subordinate positions. A “standpoint” is the place from 
which a person views the world. A person’s standpoint is struc- 
tured by his or her social location, which includes race, class, 
gender, and sexual orientation. 

People with different standpoints see and understand the 
world differently. For example, when Hurricane Katrina and the 
subsequent flooding from a faulty levy destroyed large sections 
of New Orleans and the Gulf Coast in 2005, the federal gov- 


healthcare reform and what they see as high taxes and excessive ernment’s inadequate emergency response efforts left the poor 
“government spending. What issues related to power are likely to and mostly black residents of this city abandoned (Squires and 
< produce national protests in the coming years? Hartman 2006). Two-thirds of Blacks believed the government 
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response would have been faster if most of the victims had been 
white. More than three-quarters of Whites, though, disagreed 
(Pew Research Center 2005). To varying degrees, we can find 
similar differences in the perspectives of different groups (men 
and women, members of different classes) on a variety of issues. 

In societies with deep inequalities, groups have differing 
perspectives. Each of these perspectives is necessarily partial. 
As a result, considering multiple standpoints, especially of 
those who have less power, is crucial to gaining a more com- 
plete understanding of social life. 


As we have seen, different groups have varying degrees of 
power within a society, a situation that inevitably produces in- 
equality, the unequal distribution of resources among groups of 
people. All societies have some form of inequality, but its nature 
and extent vary significantly, because patterns of unequal dis- 
tribution are not natural, inevitable, or the product of chance. 
Instead, inequality is socially constructed; it varies according 
to the culture and social structure of a society. 

Social inequality is multidimensional: in other words, dif 
ferent forms of inequality coexist within a society. Max Weber 
(1915/1946b) argued that society is stratified in terms of class, 
status, and political power. 


Class: Economic Conditions 


Everyone has dreamed of winning the lottery at some point be- 
cause we all know that obtaining a large amount of money can 
transform a person’s life. With it you can buy a beautiful home, 
a fancy car, premium health care, travel, and other luxury items. 
You might also use your winnings to buy leisure time, quitting 


your job and hiring others to cook your meals, clean your home, 
handle your finances, and so on. Some people have, in effect, al- 
ready won the lottery simply by being born into wealth. Clearly, 
one major type of inequality in society is the uneven distribution 
of money and other economic resources. 

A class is 2 group of people who share a roughly similar eco- 
nomic position and lifestyle. Karl Marx’s analysis of the impor- 
tance of class was especially influential. As we discussed in 
Chapter 1, Marx focused on economic inequality and con- 
sidered how the different classes in capitalist societies relate 
to each other as they participate in the process of economic 
production. Marx highlighted the world of work and analyzed 
classes as groups of people who share a common relationship to 
the means of production. 

In many ways, Max Weber—whose ideas are also discussed 
in Chapter 1—agreed with Marx that economics is a key to 
understanding inequality. However, whereas Marx examined 
the concept of class in terms of work, Weber looked at class 
in terms of life chances, the opportunities offered by a person's 
economic position. For Weber, 
a class is a group of people 
who have a similar capac- 
ity to earn money, and 
who consequently share a 
similar lifestyle. We con- 
sider class-based systems 
of inequality later in this 
chapter. In Chapter 9, we 
explore the importance of 
class in more detail and 
examine further the dif 
ferences between Marx’s 
and Weber's approach to this 
topic. For now, it is enough to know that class is one major 
type of inequality. 
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~ Marx and Weber both formulated 
conflict theories that address 
power and economic inequality. 
Whereas Marx emphasized class 
differences among workers, Weber 
focused on lifestyle differences 
among consumers. Which do 

you think is more important in 
understanding inequality today? Are 
these approaches compatible? 


<> Housing is one of the clearest examples of economic inequality in the United States. Neighborhoods tend to be segregated 
based on income levels. As children grow up, they tend to accept the economic standards of their neighborhood as the norm. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 
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What did your neighborhood look like when you were growing up? What would pictures of your street suggest about 


. > the class composition of your neighborhood and the relative power of the members of your community? 
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Status: Prestige 


Although Weber and Marx agreed on the importance of class, 
Weber differed from Marx by arguing that status and political 
power—two noneconomic factors—were also key to under- 
standing inequality. To Weber, both status and political power 
could be sources of power independent of a person’s class. 

Adherents of traditional Marxist thought treated class as the 
single most important source of inequality, supported by other 
types of inequality such as those based on race and gender. We- 
ber, though, argued that a person’s status—based on his or her 
social characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, or gender—could 
have an impact independent of class and therefore should be 
considered as a distinct form of inequality, not merely a sec- 
ondary feature of economic inequality. 

As we noted in Chapter 4, status is a person’s position in 
a social system; it is also the prestige attributed to that indi- 
vidual. Depending on the context, then, status can have two 
meanings—the position itself or the prestige associated with 
it. People in their fourth year of high school have the status of 
a senior, a social position. In addition, seniors enjoy the pres- 
tige afforded that social position. A person has a given status 
because he or she belongs to a community of people who have 
the same lifestyle, ethnicity, race, ancestry, gender, sexual ori- 
entation, education, or occupation. Membership in a status 
group is usually not formal. Instead, members define some 
shared feature as important or valuable. Status is, in effect, self 
perpetuating. Status groups develop formal and informal rules 
that designate who belongs. Those who belong may socialize 
with one another, live in the same neighborhoods, join the 
same organizations, send their children to the same schools, 
and marry others within the group. 

The members of a status group can sometimes use their 
membership to gain power over nonmembers. Social closure 
is the process whereby a status group maximizes its own advantages 
by restricting access to rewards only to members of the group. This 
process can involve subtle or blatant discrimination, treat- 
ing others unequally based on their background or other personal 
characteristics. The white populations in the southern states of 
the United States before the civil rights era and in South AF 
rica before the 1990s both engaged in social closure to exclude 
other racial groups from access to voting, education, and other 
rights and opportunities. 

In our society, status and class are often linked; people who 
belong to higher classes disproportionately come from groups 
with higher status. However, sometimes people of relatively 
modest means—respected religious leaders, influential poli- 
ticians, or admired artists—gain access to high-status com- 
munities, even though they have relatively modest incomes. 
Conversely, people with considerable economic resources 
sometimes face discrimination and other hurdles because of 
their status. Middle-class African Americans can face both 
subtle and blatant harassment and discrimination because of 


their race (Cose 1995; Feagin and Sikes 1994). This situation 


has improved significantly in recent years, but in many racially 
diverse communities, high-status organizations and social cir- 
cles still tend to be all, or nearly all, white. 

Ethnicity and religion, too, have long divided status groups 
in the United States. At one time, people of Irish ancestry, 
Jews, and Catholics faced discrimination and were excluded, 
by rule or by custom, from some neighborhoods, jobs, social 
clubs, civic associations, and schools. In the nineteenth cen- 
tury, for example, employment ads sometimes specified, “No 
Irish need apply.” For the most part, these groups no longer 
face such discrimination, but Latinos, Muslims, and other eth- 
nic and religious groups continue to experience discrimination 
today. Gender and sexual orientation, too, continue to present 
powerful barriers. 


Political Power: Strength 
Through Organization 


In addition to class and status, Weber argued that society is 
stratified in terms of political power. Weber saw that by creat- 
ing organizations to advance particular goals, people working 
together could influence society. He referred to these organiza- 
tions as “parties,” meaning a broad range of political groups, 
including what we would today call social movements, advo- 
cacy groups, and citizens’ organizations. As we saw earlier, or- 
ganizing such groups is one form of empowerment. 

Weber saw political power as potentially independent of 
class and status. For example, lesbian and gay people in the 
United States who faced status-based discrimination due to 
their sexual orientation have been able to organize themselves 
into an influential political force over the past few decades. 
Although not particularly rich and subject to intense social 
discrimination, this group has been able to develop political 
power to improve policies and laws affecting its members’ lives. 
Political organization, then, can serve as a source of power in- 
dependent of class or status and, as we have seen, can accom- 
plish social change through collective action. But like class and 
status, political power is distributed unequally in society. 


The Intersections of Race, 
Class, and Gender 


As we have seen, Weber argued that social inequality involves 
class, status, and political power. Similarly, in his work analyz- 
ing the black community, sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois, writing 
early in the twentieth century, highlighted issues of race, class, 
and nationality. These early works suggested that we should 
consider many aspects of social life when examining power and 
inequality. 

In recent years, some feminist scholars, including Patricia 
Hill Collins (2000), have built on this tradition through inter- 
sectionality theory, which highlights the connections and inter- 
actions between various forms of inequality, especially race, class, 


thinking aboutpgwer 


What status groups do you belong to? Do the members of those groups use power 
to maximize their advantages over others? 
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and gender. These theorists recognize the different dimensions 
of inequality and highlight the interactions that take place be- 
tween these dimensions. For example, white people as a group 
enjoy privileges in our society because of their race, but white 
families trapped in poverty face hurdles because of their class. 
Meanwhile, within the context of poor white families, men are 
likely to enjoy privileges not afforded to women. 

Focusing on the interaction between power and inequality 
can help us to gain a deeper understanding of social life in 
several ways: 


m It gives us a more accurate reflection of how we experience 
the social world. Any person’s identity is multifaceted, 
including his or her race, class, gender, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, and nationality. Taking into account all these 
aspects of identity gives us a better understanding of our 
own social location. 


m@ Once we recognize that these factors intersect, we can 
acknowledge that the relative importance of different types 
of inequality varies depending on the social context and 
circumstances. Although a Latino man living in poverty 
may enjoy privileges within his family because of tradi- 
tional gender inequality, he also faces many disadvantages 
because he occupies a low position on the class hierarchy 
and belongs to an ethnic minority. 


m We can also see that intersections involve more than simply 
“adding up” different identities. One aspect of identity can 
change another. Being wealthy or poor, for example, can 
change what it means to be male or female. 


m When we recognize that race, class, and gender interact, 
we are better able to avoid overgeneralizing about any one 
group of people. Patricia Hill Collins (2000, 5—6) notes, 
“Theories advanced as being universally applicable to 
women as a group upon closer examination appear greatly 
limited by the white, middle-class and Western origins of 
their proponents.” For example, the idea that the women’s 
movement of the 1960s and 1970s opened the way for 
women’s participation in the paid workforce needs to be 
qualified, because significant percentages of poor and 
working-class women in the United States—especially 


G A woman points approvingly to a racist sign in this photograph 
from the early 1920s. Although this woman faced the disadvantages 
of gender inequality, her status as a white person afforded privileges 
not available to Japanese Americans of either gender. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


How does this photograph illustrate the fact that inequality is 
{ ==> multidimensional? How does a person’s culture teach the kind 
of attitudes shown in this photo? 


women of color—were already part of the workforce. By 
viewing women’s increased participation in the paid labor 
force solely through the lens of gender, we miss the impor- 
tant impact of class and race. 


Collins (2000) coined the phrase matrix of domination to 
indicate the interlocking systems of oppression associated with race, 
class, and gender. The metaphor of a matrix suggests more than 
one dimension and allows for the idea that people can be privi- 
leged in some ways and oppressed in others. When one group 
believes it is superior to another, has the right to dominate the 
other, and is able to do so, oppression results. Her framework 
highlights the active domination of weaker groups by those with 
more power at the individual, group, and institutional levels. 
Reflecting the core concept of structure, as well as the capac- 
ity people have for action, Collins recognizes that these various 
levels of oppression are also sites for resistance as people use their 
collective power to achieve autonomy and promote equality. 

Collins’s matrix approach shows that there are few pure op- 
pressors or victims in society. Most people are privileged on 
some dimension of inequality and disadvantaged on some 
other. This is true across different types of stratification sys- 
tems, which we consider next. 


Inequality: 
Stratification 
Systems 


Societies formalize and institutionalize inequality—including 
the unequal distribution of power—by developing social struc- 
tures that perpetuate stratification. Stratification systems are 
made up of social structures and cultural norms that create and 
maintain inequality by ranking people into a hierarchy of groups 
that receive unequal resources. Over the centuries, various soci- 
eties have created different types of stratification systems. All 
stratification systems, however, share three key elements: 


1. The unequal distribution of valued resources 
2. Distinct groups that make up society’s strata (layers) 
3. An ideology that explains and justifies inequality 
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The particular form these elements take in any given society 
determines the dominant type of stratification system and the 
distribution of power within the society. We will take a closer 
look at the elements shared by all stratification systems before 
we consider some examples. 


Unequal Resources 


The first element of all stratification systems is the unequal 
distribution of valued resources. These may include (Grusky 


2001, 4): 


m Economic resources, including money, property, and land 


m= Human resources, such as education, training, and special- 


ized skills 


@ Cultural resources that aid in achieving success, such as 
knowledge and skills learned through socialization 


® Social resources, including access to important networks of 
people 

m Honorific resources, involving the acquisition of prestige 
and status 


@ Civil resources, including legal rights involving property, 
contracts, voting, and speech 


@ Political resources, involving authority in the home, work- 
place, political arena, or social life 


In any stratification system, some resources are distributed 
more evenly than others. For example, in the United States 
all citizens have similar legal rights based on the principle of 
equality under the law, but there are stark differences between 
rich and poor in terms of economic and human resources. In 
addition, if a resource is available more readily to one group 
than to another, that discrepancy can have an impact on an- 
other resource. Because the affluent can afford better legal 
counsel than the poor, the apparent equality of the legal system 
can be compromised. 


Stratified Groups 


The second element of all stratification systems is the groups 
that make up the various strata in society. Stratification based 
on class, race, and gender is especially widespread and signifi- 
cant, which is why sociologists pay especially close attention 
to them. However, stratification can also be based on ethnic- 
ity, age, religious afhliation, sexual orientation, and disability, 
among other factors. 

‘The groups within systems of stratification can be based on 
either an ascribed or an achieved status. As noted in Chapter 4, 
an ascribed status is a position an individual has been assigned 
in life, regardless of his or her wishes or abilities. Race and sex 
are examples of ascribed statuses. Stratification systems based 
primarily on ascribed statuses are said to be closed: they are 
rigid and impermeable, making it virtually impossible for an 
individual to move from one stratum to another. 

An achieved status is a position an individual attains volun- 
tarily, to a considerable degree, as the result of his or her own 
effort and abilities. College graduates, for example, attain their 


status due largely to their own efforts. Stratification systems 
based primarily on achieved statuses are said to be open: it is 
possible for an individual within such a system to achieve so- 
cial mobility, movement from one stratum of a stratification sys- 
tem to another. In systems of class stratification, for example, a 
person’s class status can change as a result of structural changes 
in the economy, individual ability, education, effort, luck, or 
other factors. However, a person’s achieved statuses are still in- 
fluenced to varying degrees by social factors beyond his or her 
control. For example, the family into which you are born can 
significantly influence your class status. 

The various social categories associated with inequality— 
such as races, ethnicities, classes, and genders—are not natural, 
inevitable, or biologically based. Instead, the meaning and sig- 
nificance of each category is determined by its cultural context 
and the social structure—in other words, these categories are so- 
cially constructed. They change over time, and they are continu- 
ally contested, revised, and reinvented. We learn the meaning 
and significance of these categories for our time and our culture 
through the socialization process, which we discuss in Chapter 6. 


Ideologies That Justify 
Inequality 


The third element of all stratification systems is a related ideol- 
ogy, a system of beliefs that helps define and explain the world 
and justifies the existence of inequality. Those in power pro- 
duce and promote these ideas to maintain the stratification 
system, but others sometimes internalize them, as well. In fact, 
the most efficient way to maintain a system of inequality is 
to convince most people that the system is fair, inevitable, or 
both. If the groups within a society believe in the ideology that 
justifies a stratification system, or if they are cynical about any 
possibility of changing the system, they are unlikely to chal- 
lenge it. Consequently, those who struggle to reduce inequality 
must often debate the ideology that supports it. For example, 
women’s rights advocates have long had to debunk myths 
about women’s biological inferiority. 

The three key elements that all stratification systems have in 
common—unequal resources, distinct groups, and a justifying 
ideology—vary within different stratification systems. We now 
take a brief look at several examples of such systems. 


Caste Systems: 
India, Feudal Estates, 
and Racial Segregation 


A caste system features stratification based on various ascribed 
characteristics determined at birth. The social stratum—or 
caste—into which people are born largely determines their 
life chances, typically affecting their access to education, their 
work options, where they can live, and whom they can marry. 
Many agrarian societies have some type of closed caste system, 
but the best known, by far, is the one found in India, which 


was outlawed in 1952 but which continues to be practiced 
informally. 


INDIA’S CASTE SYSTEM India’s stratification 


system is traditionally based on the unequal distribution of 
social honor or respect associated with four major castes, 
known as varnas: 


= Brahmins, the highest caste, are priests, scholars, and 
teachers. 


m Kshatriyas, the second caste, are kings, warriors, and 
political leaders. 


m Vaisyas, the third caste, constitute a broad group that 
includes landowners, merchants, and skilled craftspeople. 


m Sudras, the fourth caste, includes peasants, servants, and 
laborers. 


Rounding out this complex system are hundreds of sub- 
caste groups, or jatis, typically organized around a single oc- 
cupation, such as carpenters or barbers and often situated in a 
particular village or region. 

At the lowest stratum of Indian society is a group that exists 
outside of the varna system. Physical contact with members 
of this lowest grouping is thought to pollute anyone of higher 
status, so they are often referred to as “untouchables,” but 
they call themselves Dalits (“downtrodden”). Dalits are often 
uneducated and typically perform the lowest and least desir- 
able types of labor, such as cleaning public toilets. In addition, 
Dalits are social outcasts who are banned from worshipping 
with members of the four varnas. Consequently, Dalits have 
little power in society. 

Membership in a particular caste is determined at birth and 
cannot be changed. The justifying ideology, derived from both 
tradition and Hindu religious doctrine, emphasizes the main- 
tenance of caste purity by restricting social contact to members 
of one’s own caste. People are expected to marry within their 
own caste. 

Throughout India’s history, the caste system helped main- 
tain social order by clearly defining the rights and responsi- 
bilities of those who belonged to various castes. However, 
resistance and opposition to this system date back thousands 
of years. After India gained independence from British rule 
in the mid-twentieth century, it adopted a constitution that 
eventually outlawed discrimination based on caste. Today the 
caste system plays only a limited role in India’s modern urban 
life. However, in the country’s more traditional rural areas and 
small towns, the influence of castes remains significant. 


FEUDAL ESTATE SYSTEMS During the Middle 
Ages, European societies were stratified into a castelike sys- 
tem that regulated economic, political, and social life based 
primarily on the unequal distribution of land. Feudalism, as 
this system is now known, varied but commonly featured three 
estates that comprised a society’s major strata: 


m The nobility. The nobility, the dominant estate, owned the 
vast tracts of land upon which the agricultural economy— 
and their power—was based. Wealthy and powerful nobles 
lived lives of relative luxury, reaping the benefits of others’ 
labor. An elaborate system of honorific titles, such as king, 
queen, duke, earl, and baron, indicated the relative rank 


a Because of the family into which she was born, this Indian 
woman is a Dalit, or “untouchable.” The man in the portrait behind 
her is Bhimrao Ramiji Amdedkar, a scholar and activist who founded 
the movement for civil rights for Untouchables, which challenges the 
ideology underlying this caste system. 


and power of each individual within this estate. A person’s 
rank was inherited, and marriage was typically restricted 
to other members of the nobility. Typically, only the eldest 
son of a noble could inherit land, so other male children 
served as military officers, judges, government administra- 
tors, or high-ranking members of the Church. 


= The Christian clergy. As the second estate, the clergy 
largely served the nobles but had some independence due 
to their claim of religious authority. They were generally 
well educated and were themselves divided into an elabo- 
rate hierarchy made up of the pope, cardinals, bishops, 
priests, and other positions. An important role of the clergy 
was to articulate and enforce the ideology that justified the 
feudal system. The Church taught that inequality was the 
will of God and that the poor would receive their reward in 
heaven rather than on earth. To question inequality, there- 
fore, was to question God’s will. 


m= Commoners. The commoners made up the bulk of the 
population. Typically illiterate, they did not own land but 
instead lived on and worked the land owned by the nobles. 
The commoners’ labor enriched the nobles but left them 
living in poor and difficult conditions. 


Commoners repeatedly challenged the harsh conditions of 
the estate system by staging peasant uprisings. Eventually, the 
power of nobles was curbed with the advent of more demo- 
cratic political systems and less-rigid class-based economic sys- 
tems in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as we saw in 


Chapter 1. 


RACIAL SEGREGATION IN THE UNITED 
STATES The system of racial segregation in the United 
States, which evolved between the Civil War and the 1960s, 
can be considered a caste-based stratification system. (It influ- 
enced South Africa’s apartheid, another caste-based stratifica- 
tion system, beginning in 1948.) The division between Blacks 
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SEGREGATION 


Many forms of public accommodation and transportation are 
segregated by class. In an earlier era, luxury ocean liners, such 
as the one illustrated here, served wealthy clientele. In today’s 
faster-paced society, first-class luxury is more likely to be found 
on private jets, such as the one shown here. Most Americans 
today are appalled by the racial segregation that once existed 
in public facilities. Why then is class-based segregation still 
taken for granted? 


Power 


CHAPTER 5 


and Whites was based on birth and could not be changed. The 
ideology that justified racial segregation was racism, which 
those in power supported by invoking tradition, Christian 
teachings, and pseudo-science. Racial inequality was said to be 
the foundation of the traditional “southern way of life.” Bible 
stories and passages were used selectively to justify slavery, in- 
cluding the tale that descendents of Noah’s son, Ham, were 
cursed to be slaves (Genesis 9:18—27) and St. Paul’s advice that 
servants accept their lot and obey their masters (Ephesians 
6:5-9). So-called scientific classifications of races, based on 
racist assumptions, also justified racial inequality, as we exam- 
ine in Chapter 10. 


Though it is primarily associated with the southern states, 
where it was most comprehensive and brutally enforced, ra- 
cial segregation existed throughout the United States. Blacks 
faced the most formal and broadest oppression, dating back to 
a race-based system of slavery. However, other races, ethnici- 
ties, and nationalities—most notably Mexican and Chinese 
Americans—also faced segregation. Whites excluded minori- 
ties from many types of employment, and laws restricted their 
access to education, public transportation, theaters, restau- 
rants, voting, and seats in public office. The legal system sup- 
ported this unequal treatment. For example, in many commu- 
nities, deeds to white-owned homes stipulated that they could 
not be sold to Blacks. 

Blacks and other minorities long resisted racial discrimina- 
tion. The civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s suc- 
cessfully challenged the legal foundation for racial segregation. 
Since then, advocates for social justice have reduced the eco- 
nomic and social impact of racial discrimination, though its 
impact continues, and informal segregation is still a social real- 
ity. We examine various aspects of race and ethnicity in more 


detail in Chapter 10. 


Class Systems: 
Capitalist and Socialist 


Unlike a caste system, in which a person’s position is deter- 
mined by birth, a class system features stratification deter- 
mined by economic position, which results from a combination 
of individual achievement and family of birth. Class systems 
are more flexible than caste systems and offer more opportu- 
nities for social mobility. They are still stratification systems, 
however; they organize the unequal distribution of resources 
among distinct groups and are supported by a justifying ideol- 
ogy. We examine classes more closely in Chapter 9. This brief 


Whites used their power in the United States to create caste- 
like divisions between Whites and Blacks. Such inequality was chal- 
lenged successfully when Blacks organized in the civil rights move- 
ment to maximize their power. 


128 


preview sketches out some of the features of class systems in 
the two major types of economies, capitalist and socialist. 


CLASS IN CAPITALIST SYSTEMS Inthe United 


States and other contemporary capitalist societies, considerable 
affluence is accompanied by significant class inequality. Eco- 
nomic resources such as income, stocks, real estate, and other 
forms of property are distributed unevenly, as are education 
and training. A small upper class of capitalist investors owns 
a substantial amount of the wealth and thereby wields enor- 
mous power. A broad middle class of relatively well-educated 
workers is employed in jobs that require considerable knowl- 
edge and skill and that pay well enough to afford a comfortable 
existence. A large working class is employed in modest-to-low- 
paying jobs that require less training and formal education. 
Those working for low wages and those unable to secure steady 
employment often live in poverty. 

In capitalist class systems, the ideology emphasizes indi- 
vidualism—the idea that success is based on merit, not inher- 
ited advantage. The popular idea that “With hard work and 
determination, you can accomplish whatever you want” is an 
implicit explanation for inequality: those at the bottom do not 
work hard, while those at the top do. Inequality is seen as good 
because it motivates people to work hard to achieve economic 
success, thereby contributing to the overall affluence of society. 
As we see in Chapter 9, however, structural factors and barriers 
beyond an individual’s control have a considerable impact on 
economic success or failure. 

Throughout modern history, those below the capitalist class 
have often resisted inequality; in particular, workers in various 
countries have organized themselves into labor unions to gain 
more power and improve their working conditions. As a result, 
today’s capitalist societies vary substantially in the degree to 
which they are unequal. 


CLASS IN SOCIALIST SYSTEMS | The major dif- 


ference between capitalist and socialist class systems is the na- 
ture and degree of government intervention in the economy, a 
topic we examine in Chapter 16. Capitalist ideology suggests 
that people should compete in the marketplace free of govern- 
ment interference. In contrast, socialist ideology emphasizes 
the collective good and economic equality as coordinated by 
the government. In a socialist system, the government typically 
owns major industries and taxes wealthy citizens heavily to pay 
for free or subsidized social programs such as education, health 
care, housing, and daycare. 

Because the state plays such a central role, economic strati- 
fication varies across socialist societies, depending on the type 
of government. State socialism—as found most notably in the 
former Soviet Union and other communist countries of Eastern 
Europe before 1991—is characterized by totalitarian govern- 
ments that typically downplay the existence of inequality. In 
such systems, political dissent was not tolerated, and those who 
held political positions (in other words, those who had access to 


political resources)—especially membership in the Communist 
Party and authority in the workplace—were at the highest lev- 
els of the stratification system. Thus Communist Party officials 
had the most power. The key divisions in society were between 
party leaders, workplace managers, and ordinary workers. 

The politically oppressive nature of state socialism, coupled 
with its inefficiency as an economic system, helped lead to its 
demise. Today’s major socialist societies are quite different. In 
China, for example, the Communist Party has adopted flexible 
economic policies, but the central authority still rigidly controls 
the government-owned companies that carry them out. The 
party also controls government bodies at all levels of society, in- 
cluding the military, the courts, the media, universities, and re- 
ligious organizations (McGregor 2010). As a result, China con- 
tinues to suppress political freedom while incorporating aspects 
of capitalism into its economy and harboring stark inequalities. 

In contrast to state socialism, democratic socialism com- 
bines a government accountable to the electorate with an econ- 
omy that includes considerable state intervention. Found most 
notably in some Scandinavian countries today, democratic so- 
cialism has produced some of the world’s most affluent and 
least unequal countries. These societies tend to cultivate an 
ideology that values equality and the common good, even if 
it means putting strict limits on the income and wealth of the 
country’s richest citizens. 


Patriarchy 


Another type of systemic stratification is based on gender. 
Women have long been subjected to patriarchy, male domina- 
tion through social institutions and cultural practices. Patriarchy 
can be thought of as a system of stratification since it empha- 
sizes separate and unequal groups (men and women), distrib- 
utes resources unequally, and justifies this inequality with an 
ideology that assumes the superiority of men. 

Patriarchal arrangements of power are built into many as- 
pects of social life, including the cultural norm that a man 
should be the “head of household,” the idea in some religions 
that women should play secondary roles, and the continuing 
underrepresentation of women in positions of political and 
economic power. Many feminist sociologists focus on under- 
standing women’s oppression, how sexism operates, and how 
women’s subordination intersects with other forms of inequal- 
ity. Consequently, power is an important concept in feminist 
theory and research (Allen 2000, 2005, 2008; Hartsock 1996; 
Yeatmann 1997; Young 1992). 

As we explore further in Chapter 11, feminist scholars have 
developed a variety of approaches to understanding the rela- 
tionships among gender, inequality, and power (Connell 1991; 
Davis, Leijenaar, and Oldersma 1991; Radtke and Stam 1994). 
Some argue that women’s oppression resulted from the power 
men had over them and that the liberation of women will 
challenge and break this power. Socialist-feminists argue that 
women’s oppression was a result of capitalism; women were 


thinking about 


power 


Do you think success is based on individualism and merit, or are other factors involved? 
How does a person’s power or lack of power fit into the equation? 
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CHAPTER 5 


SOCIOLOGY works 


Kiya Stokes and the Service Workers’ Union 


hen Kiya Stokes enrolled in a sociology course on class 

and inequality, he had no idea that a few years later he 

would be on the front lines of the struggle for economic 

justice. As he studied the sociological perspective, 
learned about stratification, and read about the contemporary la- 
bor movement, he started thinking that maybe he could become 
a part of the effort to improve workers’ lives. 

“As an African-American man, | was well aware of the various 
forms of racial discrimination and oppression that | witnessed 
and endured,” Stokes notes. “Sociology helped broaden my 
perspectives and showed me in a scientific way that there were 
other groups within our society that were also victims of various 
forms of oppression.” Learning about the intersections of in- 
equality was not always easy. Stokes admits, 
“The process was slightly traumatic as | 
learned not only that there were other 
oppressed people here but that in differ- 
ent ways | had benefited and participated 
in their oppression. After | moved past 
the shame, and empathy, | decided that 
| needed to do something to make the 
world a better place.” 

At the suggestion of his sociology pro- 
fessor, Stokes enrolled in a short training 
program run by a labor union, and he was 
hooked. He went on to earn a master’s degree in labor studies 
and then went to work for the Service Employees International 
Union (SEIU), the nation’s largest labor union. After working 
in Atlanta and Washington, D.C., Stokes is now a research ana- 
lyst for the union in Los Angeles. He says, “The work that | do 
helps support campaigns that are designed to increase worker 
wages, to improve safety standards, and to eventually stamp out 
poverty.” 

Reflecting back, Stokes says, “In sociology class | learned a 
new way to view the world. | learned that we were not just one 
big happy family here with a predestined lot in life. | saw that 


“Sociology helped 
broaden my perspectives 
and showed me in a scientific 
way that there were other 
groups within our society that 
were also victims of various 
forms of oppression.” 


many people do work hard and 
do not get adequately compen- 
sated for that labor. Others do 
not do a bit of work but have 
wealth beyond our wildest 
imagination. | started ques- 
tioning other premises and 
assumptions about the state 
of the world that most people 
take for granted. In the end | 
am certain that without the 
critical thinking and analytical 
skills that | learned in sociol- 
ogy class 
| would 
not be 
fight- 
ing for 
working 
people today.” 
Through his work, Stokes has seen 
firsthand that when people organize 
and work together for collective change, 
they can realize their own power and help 
promote economic justice. This approach is 
neatly summed up in the two-word motto of his union: “Stronger 
Together.” 


think about it 


1. How are the sociological concepts and ideas introduced in this 
chapter reflected in Kiya Stokes’s story? 


Kiya Stokes 


2. What did Stokes mean by saying that seriously considering 
inequality was “a slightly traumatic experience” for him? Do 
you feel the same way about your study of power and social 
inequality? Why or why not? 


exploited as cheap labor in the paid labor force and as unpaid 
labor at home, helping to sustain male workers. This argument 
links class and gender inequality. 

These examples of stratification systems illustrate some of 
the many ways that inequality is structured. Although each 
form of stratification has distinct features, by viewing all of 
them through the lens of power, we can see many similarities. 


Can Inequality Be Reduced? 


If all societies have inequality, can it be reduced? The simple 
answer is yes, although some forms of inequality are easier 
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to combat than others. Interestingly, equality is a fairly new 
value in human history. Only since the Enlightenment of 
the eighteenth century has inequality been seen as unde- 
sirable. Before that time, it was considered inevitable and 
often a part of God’s will. However, sociology teaches us 
that inequality is socially constructed and, thus, its nature 
and extent are neither inevitable nor foreordained. Human 
action produces inequality, and people can organize to em- 
power themselves and reduce inequality. (The profile in the 
Sociology Works box illustrates how sociological insights 
helped to shape one person’s decision to fight against eco- 
nomic inequality.) 


MONEY, POWER, AND POLITICS 


upreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis fa- 
mously commented, “We may have de- 
mocracy, or we may have wealth concen- 
trated in the hands of a few, but we can’t 
have both” (in Lonergan 1941, 42). Brandeis’s 
concern that concentrated economic power can 
be converted unfairly into political power has 
resurfaced in recent years as economic inequality 
has grown (a topic we explore in Chapter 9) and 
as money has come to play an increasing role in 
politics. These concerns cut across party lines. As 
former senators Bob Kerrey (a Nebraska Demo- 
crat) and Larry Pressler (a South Dakota Repub- 
lican) argue, in this age of “wealthy interests” 
and “big money givers,” “confidence in Congress 
has reached an all-time low in part because 
Americans perceive that their representatives are 
primarily accountable to those who fund their 
campaigns” (Kerrey and Pressler 2010). 
Political participation in the United States 
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a FIGURE 5.1 | TOTAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES, 
1980-2008 (MILLIONS OF 2008 DOLLARS) 


After remaining relatively stable for a quarter-century, the amount of money spent 


is unequal and influenced heavily by class, with 
those at the top having the greatest voice and 


on presidential campaigns has skyrocketed in recent years, with total contributions 
topping $1.7 billion in 2008. Source: Center for Responsive Politics: OpenSecrets.org. Adjusted for 
inflation by authors. 


influence (Schlozman et al. 2005). This disparity is 

especially true of campaign contributions, which 

have always played a role in politics. But because of two recent 
developments, wealthy people have more ability than ever 
before to translate their economic power into political power, 
renewing concerns about the danger of which Justice Brandeis 
warned. 

First, the amount of money involved in political campaigns 
has grown dramatically, making wealthy donors all the more 
important. For example, after holding steady for decades, the 
amount candidates spent on presidential campaigns increased 
dramatically from about $661 million in 2000 to $1.75 billion 
in 2008 (in 2008 dollars) mostly due to increased reliance on 
media advertising and sophisticated polling (Figure 5.1). To fund 
their campaigns, candidates rely primarily on big donors, with 
less than 1 percent of Americans providing 80 percent of the 
total funding for the 2008 presidential election (Americans for 
Campaign Reform 2010). Nearly half (47 percent) of contribu- 
tions to the 2008 Obama campaign came from just 13,000 do- 
nors, each of whom contributed $1,000 or more, whereas only 
26 percent came from donors who gave $200 or less. Obama’s 
opponent, John McCain, received an even higher percentage 
of his contributions (59 percent) from donors giving $1,000 


or more (Malbin 2008). Not surprisingly, large donors come 
from wealthy households. In 2000, 95 percent of large donors 
($1,000 or more) came from the wealthiest 12 percent of house- 
holds (Schlozman et al. 2005). 

Second, much of the money that influences elections does 
not go directly to campaigns but is instead spent on indepen- 
dent advertising to support or oppose candidates. The potential 
influence of this kind of indirect funding was exacerbated in 
2010 when a divided Supreme Court, citing First Amendment 
“free speech” concerns, issued a controversial ruling (Citizens 
United v. the Federal Election Commission) that swept away lim- 
its on corporate spending in political elections (Liptak 2010). 

As a result of this decision, a flood of new money entered the 
process—outside groups spent nearly four times as much on 
the midterm elections in 2010 than they had in 2006. Led by 
the biggest contributor, the business community’s U.S. Cham- 
ber of Commerce, the bulk of this money appears to have come 
from corporations and their allies, but because such indirect 
spending does not have to comply with campaign disclosure 
laws, the source of about half this money was hidden from pub- 
lic view. For example, the second biggest contributor, American 
Crossroads, was set up by Republican political operatives but is 
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Will citizens organize to curb the power of money in politics? 
Or, as Justice Brandeis warned, will concentrated economic 
power erode the health of our democracy? Those questions 
remain to be answered. 


funded primarily by anonymous donors (American Crossroads 
2011; Public Citizen 2011; SourceWatch 2011). Thus, although 
more money is flowing into the electoral process, transparency 
regarding the source of these funds has declined. 
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CHAPTER 5 


THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 
ABOUT... 


Power is the capacity to bring about a desired outcome as well as to overcome resistance 
by others. It operates at all levels of society. 


Power can be used to allocate resources (economic), make rules and decisions (political), 
and help to define reality (cultural). 


Power is based on social relationships and requires compliance. Disobedience can be a 
form of power, since it denies the compliance being sought. 


REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


co Looking Back 


1. Power includes the ability to bring about a desired outcome 5. Considering power and inequality alerts us to the issue of : 
(“power to”), as well as the capacity to overcome resistance privilege. Understanding relations of power involves un- 
(“power over”). Education, organization, and networking derstanding various perspectives, including those of people 
contribute to empowerment. Compliance may be obtained with little power. 
by persuasion, reward, or coercion. 6. Inequality is multidimensional and includes stratification 

2. Power operates at all levels of society and can be seen in based on class (economic conditions), status (prestige), and 
both everyday situations as well as at the macro level. Power power (political organization). Intersectionality theory sug- 
is commonly used to allocate resources (economic), make gests that to understand inequality, we need to consider the 
rules and decisions (political), and help to define reality ways in which race, class, and gender interact and form what 
(cultural)—and thus is closely tied to inequality. is sometimes referred to as a matrix of domination. 

3. Power can be legitimate, accepted voluntarily by those who 7. All societies have some system of stratification, featuring 
are affected by it; or illegitimate, relying on coercion to unequally distributed resources, distinct groups that make 
generate obedience. Legitimate power can be based on tradi- up the strata, and an ideology that explains and justifies in- 
tional, rational-legal, or charismatic authority. equality. Major types of stratification systems include caste 

4. Power is based on social relationships and requires compli- systems, class systems, and patriarchy. 
ance from others. Disobedience, or noncompliance, can be 8. Economic power can be translated into political power 


a form of power, especially for those without access to other 
forms of power. 


through financial contributions to election campaigns and 
related advertising efforts. 
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1. What are power and inequality, and how are these two 
concepts related? 


2. Do you consider yourself powerful? If you answer yes, what 
is the source of your power? If your answer is no, what 
would have to change to increase your power? 


3. Identify and describe a common situation in your daily life 
where you comply with power. Is this a case of legitimate or 
illegitimate power? Explain. 


eS Key Terms 


caste system (p. 126) stratification based on various ascribed 
characteristics determined at birth. 

charismatic authority (p. 120) power whose legitimacy is de- 
rived from the extraordinary personal characteristics of an 
individual leader, which inspire loyalty and devotion. 

class (p. 123) a group of people who share a roughly similar 
economic position and lifestyle. 

class system (p. 128) stratification determined by economic 
position, which results from a combination of individual 
achievement and family of birth. 

coerce (p. 114) to force people’s compliance by threatening, 
intimidating, pressuring, or harming them. 

discrimination (p. 124) treating others unequally based on their 
background or other personal characteristics. 

empowerment (p. 111) an increase in the capacity of people to 
bring about an intended outcome. 

hegemony (p. 119) a condition that exists when those in power 
have successfully spread their ideas—and marginalized alter- 
native viewpoints—-so that their perspectives and interests are 
accepted widely as being universal and true. 

illegitimate power (p. 119) a form of authority that relies on 
force or coercion to generate obedience. 

inequality (p. 123) the unequal distribution of resources among 
groups of people. 

intersectionality theory (p. 124) a perspective that highlights 
the connections and interactions between various forms of 
inequality, especially race, class, and gender. 

legitimate power (p. 119) authority that is voluntarily accepted 
by those who are affected. 

life chances (p. 123) the opportunities offered by a person’s 
economic position. 


Ee Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


4. How do various types of inequality intersect in your life? In 
what ways are you relatively privileged? In what ways do you 
face disadvantages? 


5. Make a list of three people or organizations that you con- 
sider to be powerful. Using what you have learned in this 
chapter, explain what makes each of them powerful. For 
each, explain how power is rooted in social relationships. 
Now do the same with three people or organizations that 
you think are relatively powerless. 


matrix of domination (p. 125) the interlocking systems of op- 
pression associated with race, class, and gender. 

patriarchy (p. 129) male domination through social institutions 
and cultural practices. 

persuade (p. 113) to obtain people’s compliance by convincing 
them of the correctness of your position and goals. 

power (p. 111) the ability to bring about an intended outcome, 
even when opposed by others. 

power tactics (p. 115) the specific strategies people use to influ- 
ence others in everyday life. 

privilege (p. 122) a special advantage or benefit that is not en- 
joyed by everyone. 

rational-legal authority (p. 119) power that has legitimacy be- 
cause it is based on established laws, rules, and procedures. 

reward (p. 113) to encourage people’s compliance by offering 
some compensation as a positive incentive. 

social closure (p. 124) the process whereby a status group maxi- 
mizes its own advantages by restricting access to rewards only 
to members of the group. 

social mobility (p. 126) movement from one stratum of a strati- 
fication system to another. 

standpoint theory (p. 122) a theory that questions taken-for- 
granted assumptions about society by looking at it from mul- 
tiple viewpoints, especially from the perspective of people in 
subordinate positions. 

stratification systems (p. 125) social structures and cultural 
norms that create and maintain inequality by ranking people 
into a hierarchy of groups that receive unequal resources. 

traditional authority (p. 119) power that has legitimacy because 
of compliance with well-established cultural practices. 
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looking AHEAD 


How were you socialized 
into your society’s 


om 


How do agents of 
socialization reproduce 


Soria) a gt ? 


How does 
shape your daily life and 


your sense of self? 


Socialization 


CHAPTER 6 


n 1998, sixteen-year-old Melanie Matchett Wood became the first American woman to make 


the U.S. International Mathematical Olympiad Team. Wood won a silver medal, went on to earna 
Ph.D. in math, and is now a leading scholar in her field. Commenting on her Olympiad victory, Wood 
recalls, “I thought, ‘Why am | so surprised?’ And then | realized that it was just that | had this image 
of the people who won this competition—and that image was of boys.” The math world included few, 
if any, female role models (Scharf 2003). 

Wood had to overcome cultural norms and expectations that often discourage girls from pursuing 
high-level math, but she had plenty of support along her way to prominence. Her father, who died 
when she was just six weeks old, had been a middle school math teacher, and her mother helped 
keep his memory alive by teaching Melanie math from early childhood. Later, a seventh-grade 
teacher encouraged Wood's interest in math, inviting her to join the school’s MathCounts team. She 
also found a role model in Zvezdeline Stankova, a woman mathematician with a Harvard Ph.D. who 
had also been an International Mathematical Olympiad medal winner. Wood notes, “Having a role 
model like that was a big deal in my life. Previously, | never knew a mathematician that | could look at 


” 


and think ‘in ten years | want to be like that person’” (Gallian 2004). Wood, in her turn, now mentors 
and supports aspiring women mathematicians. 
As Wood understands, the gap between men and women in math achievement in the United 


States is not a result of innate differences in ability but rather of the powerful cultural lessons boys 
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and girls learn in childhood about gender-appropriate 
interests and careers. When Wood began mentoring a 
Princeton undergraduate from Bulgaria, she learned that 
other cultures teach different lessons. “In her culture, there 
wasn’t an idea that women weren't as good, or even weren’t 
as numerous in math. She hadn’t grown up with that” 

(C. Johnson 2008, A4). & 


ood’s story illustrates the profound power that the cul- 
tural messages we absorb from infancy and through- 
out our lives have to shape what we believe, how we 
behave, and how we live. But it also illustrates how 
those messages—in this case, messages about gender, aspira- 
tions, and achievement—are subject to challenge and change. 
Socialization is the process through which people learn their 
culture’s basic norms, values, beliefs, and appropriate behaviors. 
Through socialization we learn who we are, what is expected of 
us, how society operates, and where we stand within our social 
world. As children we learn the language and symbols of our 
culture and our social roles as child and sibling. As we grow, we 
learn new roles, such as friend, student, teammate, employee, 
lover, spouse, parent, grandparent, and retiree. We also learn 
and -internalize the structure and expectations of the vari- 
ous groups, organizations, and institutions in which we may 
participate, including families, schools, religious institutions, 
clubs, sports teams, friendship networks, and workplaces. 
Through socialization we also forge a sense of self—a sense of 
who we are as individuals in relation to the people with whom 
we interact personally as well as to society as a whole. Like 
Melanie Wood, we can even challenge traditional socialization 
messages and, in the process, become role models who help to 
open new possibilities for the next generation. 


Structure: Agents 
of Socialization 


In transmitting fundamental social norms and role expecta- 
tions from one generation to another, socialization helps to 
reproduce social structure and is a key to social stability. So- 
cialization is a dynamic process, however. As social structure 
changes, the messages imparted through socialization also 
change. 

Because socialization occurs throughout life, it takes place 
in different ways and in different social contexts, guided by 
many different agents of socialization, or people and groups 
who teach us about our culture. For children, the family is usu- 
ally far and away the most important agent of socialization. 
But as children grow up and are exposed to different people 
and groups, other socializing agents take on increasingly im- 
portant roles, including school, media, peer groups, the work- 
place, religion, and total institutions. 


Family 


Families are the primary agent of early socialization. Within the 
family most individuals learn basic skills such as how to talk 
and how to maintain personal hygiene, and they learn impor- 
tant values such as the difference between right and wrong and 
the proper way to treat other people. “Say ‘thank you.” “Respect 
your elders.” “Don’t hit your brother.” “Always tell the truth.” 
These kinds of instruction teach children the most basic norms, 
values, beliefs, expectations, and behaviors of their culture. 

Families play a crucial role in the early development of a 
child’s sense of identity. Whether or not children learn to see 
themselves as loved, smart, creative, and strong depends largely 
on how their families treat them in their early years. Families 
also influence what nation, ethnicity, race, religion, and class 
children identify with as they mature. Families are a child’s 
first teachers about appropriate gender roles, which they often 
signal by the toys and clothing they choose and the chores they 
assign. As we see in Chapter 11, the process of gender social- 
ization begins at a very young age. Messages full of gender- 
specific expectations for children about, for example, how to 
dress and behave are part of a broader process through which 
girls and boys learn how to act in ways that are promoted as 
gender appropriate. 

Childrearing practices can vary by culture within a soci- 
ety in ways that help reproduce social structure. For example, 


Uy In all cultures, families play a key role in socializing children, 
especially during the early years. Hygiene, as in this photo of 

a Nepalese mother washing her child, is only one of the many 
practices parents teach their children. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


> What other aspects of their culture do parents in all societies 
teach their children? 
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THROUGH ASOCIOLOGICAL Lens 


Examining Teenagers’ Changing Motivations 


for Civic Engagement 


hy do teens volunteer? When they do, what do they 
-_ learn about civic involvement? Looking through a socio- 
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logical lens at how and why teenagers come to join com- 
munity organizations, do volunteer work, or participate 
in other community service activities can provide insight into the 
process of political socialization, especially the cultural values 
students associate with community activities. 

In a study of civic engagement among high school students 
in Madison, Wisconsin, sociologists Lewis Friedland and Shauna 
Morimoto (2005) found that young people from a variety of 
backgrounds are deeply involved in community service activities, 
even though civic engagement among Americans in general has 
been declining (Putnam 2000; Skocpol 2003). The sociologists 
also found that students’ motivations for engaging in community 
service have changed in recent decades. Students used to see 
service as a value in itself, whereas they now see service primar- 
ily as a path to achieving other goals. 

In particular, high school students facing an uncertain future 
think of community service as something they must do to en- 
hance their chances of college admission. According to Friedland 
and Morimoto, young people experience “higher stress, greater 
uncertainty, and risk... and looser connections among fam- 
ily, friends, and communities” (p. 5) than previous generations. 
Growing income inequality, rising part-time employment, and 
an increase in long-term unemployment all reinforce this sense 
of uncertainty. As a result, since the 1990s high school students 
have experienced more anxiety about their future than their 
parents’ generation did. 

Amidst this uncertainty, Friedland and Morimoto (2005) noted 
there is “a general awareness among most of the young people 
we interviewed that their life chances are directly tied to educa- 
tion. Almost all of the young people we interviewed expected 
(or at least hoped) to better their lives and linked these expecta- 
tions to college education. And a majority linked their hopes for 
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sociologist Melvin Kohn (1977) found that in the United 
States, working-class parents tend to teach their children to 
value obedience, the expected attitude for most working-class 
jobs, whereas middle-class parents encourage their children to 
value self-direction, the attitude required for the kind of inde- 
pendent thinking expected in many middle-class occupations. 
These different values, in turn, increase the likelihood that 
children will end up with the same educational opportunities 
and in the same kind of work as their parents, thus reproduc- 
ing the existing structural inequality from one generation to 
the next. Kohn and his colleagues (1986) found a similar dy- 


namic among families in Poland. 


college admission to service” (p. 7). The weakening of commu- 
nity ties requires more young people to navigate consequential 
life decisions with little social support in the form of adult role 
models, job placement networks, or college alumni connections. 
Students see a college education as a requirement for a good- 
paying job and see engaging in community service as one way to 
improve their chances of being admitted to a good college. This 
phenomenon, which students refer to as “resume padding,” is not 
confined only to teens at private schools or those seeking admis- 
sion to elite colleges and universities. Young people of all social 
classes take this approach to service, regardless of what college 
they hope to attend. 

Teens do not participate in civic life for purely cynical reasons, 
however. Friedland and Morimoto argue that resume padding is 
only one motivation for doing volunteer or service work. Other 
motivations include “altruism, religious belief, and love of politics 
or volunteerism” (p. 3). Students know that doing community 
service can make an important contribution, even if they are 
motivated largely by personal gain. In addition, community ser- 
vice seems likely to teach young people valuable skills that may 
translate into civic participation later in life. 

Friedland and Morimoto’s study highlights the complex rea- 
sons why young people get involved in civic life, showing how a 
change in the economic climate has resulted in increased anxiety 
about college and jobs that, in turn, has changed the meaning of 
political socialization for many young people. 


think about it 


1. Have you ever participated in volunteer or service work in your 
community? If so, why? If not, why not? 

2. Do you think the self-interest associated with resume building is 
inconsistent with the ethic of community service? Why or why 
not? 
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Cross-national research indicates that cultural differences 
can lead to significantly different parenting styles. For ex- 
ample, family socialization in Malaysia emphasizes obedience 
and cooperation, values that are consistent with the society’s 
collectivist culture (Keshavarz and Baharudin 2009). This 
stands in sharp contrast to the emphasis on personal hap- 
piness and achievement that is far more common in the 
United States, particularly in middle-class families. Similarly, 
Korean American parents focus far more on controlling the 
behavior of their children than European American parents 
do. Korean American children see behavioral control efforts 
as a sign of parental engagement and support, whereas their 


European American peers have a negative view of this parent- 
ing style (Kim 2005). 


School 


Daycare, preschool, or kindergarten is many children’s first ex- 
tended experience with people and the world outside of their 
home. In these settings children learn to interact with other 
people and adjust to being part of a group. As the agents of so- 
cialization most explicitly focused on teaching cultural knowl- 
edge, schools prepare children for their later roles in society, 
providing instruction in a variety of fields, including advanced 
language skills, mathematics, history, and science. Schools can 
also socialize students into the politics of getting ahead in life, 
as the Through a Sociological Lens box explores. 

In addition to their formal academic curriculum, schools 
also convey a hidden curriculum consisting of implicit lessons 
about how children should behave (Jackson 1968). These lessons 
vary depending on the school and often change as children 
advance in grade levels. However, most U.S. schools teach 
children to be quiet and attentive, to obey authority, to fol- 
low rules, to be respectful of others, and to take pride in their 
country. Schools in the United States also tend to encourage 
competition and individual achievement by promoting sports, 
spelling bees, and honor rolls, among other activities. Schools 
are also the site for lessons about class and gender, topics we 


explore in Chapters 9 and 11. 


Media 


Today’s children and teens have been called “Generation M” 
because of their heavy use of media (Rideout, Foehr, and Rob- 
erts 2010). Media play an increasingly significant role in the 
lives of many young people, especially in industrialized na- 
tions. On average, U.S. children between the ages of 8 and 18 
spend more than seven and a half hours each day with media 
outside of school. This is more time than they spend in the 
classroom and much more time than they spend interacting 
with their parents. More than 70 percent of U.S. youth now 
have a television set in their bedrooms, half have a video game 
console, and one-third have a computer with Internet access in 
their bedrooms, allowing them to watch TV, play video games, 
and surf the web without any parental supervision. As a re- 
sult, media—television, Internet, video games, recorded music, 
and magazines, for example—are arguably the most influential 
agents of socialization in contemporary society, a situation that 
is relatively new. 

For most of human history, children learned morals and 
values from the myths and other stories they heard from their 
families. Today, children in developed nations receive these 
lessons from commercial media companies whose primary in- 
terest is selling products and socializing young people to be 
avid consumers. Thus companies such as Disney and Viacom 
(which owns both Nickelodeon and MTV) now play a central 
part in introducing children to a set of values, beliefs, norms, 
and behaviors that promote a consumer lifestyle (Pugh 2009; 


SOCIALIZATION 


AND Wier iels 


Television became a fixture in American households in the 
1950s and emerged quickly as a powerful, and sometimes 
controversial, agent of socialization. Today, online media are 
increasingly present in the daily lives of children in the United 
States and around the world. With the rapid development 

of new handheld devices, what kinds of media will the next 
generation of children experience? 


Schor 2005). Through ads and programming, youth-oriented 
media help to define popular tastes and desires. For example, 
MTV’s “My Super Sweet 16,” a reality-style television series, 
turned the Sweet 16 parties of wealthy young women into a 
celebration of high-end teenage consumption, with a compan- 
ion web site full of ideas and advice for what to wear and how 
to organize your own Sweet 16 party. 

Media have altered the socialization of children in an- 
other important way. With television, especially, children for 
the first time in history have had ready access to the world of 
adult ideas and situations, even if they cannot read at an adult 
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level. Of particular concern to many parents is the sexually 
explicit and graphically violent content of some media. Access 
to media also erodes the significance of physical place: it al- 
lows children to “see” the battlefields of foreign wars from their 
living rooms and increases their access to the intimate lives of 
adults. In this way the modern boundary between childhood 
and adulthood that was a staple of the socialization process in 
the United States has been blurred (Meyrowitz 1985). 

The global distribution of U.S. media has increased in re- 
cent years, raising important questions about the socializing 
influence of media. In some countries, media imported from 
the United States is more popular than locally produced fare. 
For example, U.S. movies accounted for more than two-thirds 
of the film audience in Europe in 2009, more than twice the 
audience share of European films (European Audiovisual Ob- 
servatory 2010). 

Some critics argue that American values are embedded in 
the media products sold by U.S. corporations. Norms of in- 
dividualism and consumerism, for example, saturate media 
exported by the United States and may conflict with tradi- 
tional values in the nations where such products are consumed. 
From this perspective, the heavy flow of media from the 
United States to the rest of the world can erode local cultures 
and values (Tomlinson 2008). As noted in the discussion of 
the globalization of culture at the end of Chapter 3, however, 
the threat may be exaggerated. Some observers argue that the 
global circulation of U.S.-produced media products does not 
seem, as some had feared, to be Americanizing global culture. 


Nor do globally distributed entertainment products seem to be 
creating a distinctive global consciousness. Even though hun- 
dreds of millions of children and teenagers around the world 
listen to the same music, play the same games, and watch the 
same movies, they do not appear to be losing their sense of who 
they are or where they belong (Ugochukwu 2008). 

As a powerful socializing agent, media can make positive 
contributions to society. At their best, children’s media can 
promote positive values such as honesty, compassion, respon- 
sibility, selfrespect, and standing up for what you believe in. 
Media also give people access to a much broader range of news, 
images, and stories than was available in the past. Media thus 
allow people to learn more about their society and about the 
cultures of other people. 


Peer Groups 


Parents often worry about their children’s friends, their peer 
group, 4 group of people, usually of comparable age, who share 
similar interests and social status. Peer groups can significantly 
influence people’s development and behavior. This is especially 
true of children and adolescents, whose sense of self is not 
yet firmly developed and is therefore susceptible to influence 
by others. As they approach adulthood, adolescents usually 
become increasingly independent of their families, and dur- 
ing this period peer groups can act as a surrogate family. Peer 
groups provide young people with the opportunity to experi- 
ment with values, beliefs, and behaviors that differ from their 


a Peer groups can be an important socializing influence on individuals. Members of street gangs, like those pictured on the 
left, display all the accessories of the subculture they have been taught. They use specialized language, communicate with 
unique hand gestures, adorn their bodies with gang-related tattoos, often wear special gang colors, and adopt a worldview 
that places high value on gang membership and loyalty. College fraternities and sororities have similar characteristics. 

They, too, share special signals and insignia—the Greek letters that identify particular fraternities and sororities—and they 


encourage group loyalty and mutual assistance. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 
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of their power, and how is it exercised? 


Peer groups can be powerful socializing agents, strongly influencing the behavior of their members. What is the nature 
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parents’. To separate themselves from their families and fit in 
with peer groups, adolescents commonly change the way they 
talk, dress, and act, as well as the interests they pursue. This 
process is not unique to adolescence, however. When adults 
embark on new jobs and careers or move to new cities or neigh- 
borhoods, they often look to members of their new peer groups 
for clues about social norms and appropriate behaviors. A 
young couple that moves from the city to the suburbs will have 
to adopt new norms for social interaction 
and will probably learn those new norms es 
from a peer group. 
There are many different kinds of 
peer groups. Some are informal, as with 
groups of friends who choose to spend 
leisure time together. For teenagers, peer 
group activities can involve going to the 
mall or the movies; playing sports or 
video games; experimenting with ciga- 
rettes, alcohol, drug use, and sex; driving 
around together; or just “hanging out” or 
texting. Other peer groups exist in more 
structured environments, as is the case 
with classmates, teammates, and col- 
leagues at work. 


The Workplace 


The workplace is one of the most important social settings in 
which we experience socialization. Occupational socializa- 
tion is the process of learning the informal norms associated with a 
type of employment. As you study, train, or apprentice in a given 
job category, you are picking up all sorts of cues, large and 
small, about how to be successful in a given job. For example, 
skilled tradespeople such as carpenters, plumbers, and electri- 
cians not only have to know the technical details of their craft, 
but they also typically learn the informal rules about how to 
work with customers, suppliers, and workers from other trades 
who share the job site. Understanding the expected norms, val- 
ues, and behaviors of their position can be vital to success in 
their field. 

Socialization into professional occupations—such as medi- 
cine and law—is one of the most significant, if often unrec- 
ognized, functions of graduate and professional schools. Of 
course, these schools provide subject-specific information: 
medical students study anatomy and law students study con- 
tracts. But aspiring professionals also learn the often informal, 
unstated norms of their profession: how to behave as a doctor 
or lawyer. Doctors, for example, must learn how to wield au- 
thority, dress appropriately, and talk with patients. Similarly, 
lawyers learn how to talk to judges, relate to clients, and deal 
with conflicts between their clients’ interests and their own be- 
liefs. Although some of this material may be touched upon in 
formal classroom discussions, students pick up most of it infor- 
mally through socialization. 

A classic study of students at Harvard Law School illustrates 
the powerful effects of occupational socialization into a pro- 


fession (Granfield 1992; Granfield and Koenig 1990). The re- 
searchers found that many of these elite students entered law 
school intending to practice public interest law, such as by 
advocating for nonprofit organizations, representing poor cli- 
ents, and working to prevent government and corporate fraud 
and abuse. However, during their three years of professional 
training at Harvard, they switched course. As they became so- 
cialized into their profession, many abandoned their commit- 
ment to public interest law and embraced 
the idea of entering a prestigious, high- 
paying corporate law firm. ‘There, if their 
senior partners permitted, they might be 
able to do some pro bono (free-of-charge) 
work for needy clients. 

This kind of professional socialization 
continues over the course of one’s career. 
As people gain experience in a given 
field, they learn how to relate to younger 
or less experienced coworkers. If you are 
promoted, for example, you will have to 
learn the norms and expectations of your 
new position, which may include super- 
vising other employees, attending meet- 
ings with senior managers, and partici- 
pating in long-range planning. Your new 
position may also require you to dress 
differently, learn a new style of communication, and perhaps 
change your own family schedule. 


Religion 


Religion is the socializing agent most explicitly focused on the 
teaching of values and beliefs. Religious institutions in the past 
had enormous influence on all aspects of social life, offering 
social and educational opportunities as well as indoctrination 
in morality and values. Overall, that influence declined during 
the twentieth century, but religion still plays a significant role 
in many people’s lives and the U.S. population is far more in- 
volved with religion than are residents of most European coun- 
tries (Putnam and Campbell 2010). In addition, many parents 
who are not believers or who do not observe their religion often 
insist that their children obtain religious instruction. 

For believers, religion can be an especially potent socializing 
agent because it often bases its prescriptions on texts such as 
the Christian Bible or the Muslim Qur'an that most believers 
consider sacred and some consider infallible. For people who 
believe that a divinity advocates or forbids certain values, be- 
liefs, and behaviors, religion can supersede other socializing 
influences. In a society in which material well-being and con- 
sumerism are hallmarks of mainstream culture, religious insti- 
tutions are among the few that promote the serious discussion 
of nonmaterial values. 

In recent decades, religious organizations, especially in the 
United States, have dramatically expanded their use of mass 
media, spreading their message through religious-themed 
news, commentary, and entertainment as well as through the 
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<> In contemporary life, efforts to promote religious culture have 
reached beyond traditional services in places of worship to include 
outreach with high-tech social media and the blending of religion 
with contemporary marketing. This rabbi gives seminars for oth- 
ers on how congregations can use social media to keep members 
connected. 


more traditional broadcast of religious services. In the United 
States, evangelical Christian groups have been particularly ad- 
ept at using books, television, and radio to bring together the 
socializing influences of religion and media (Blake 2005). 


Total Institutions 


One unique group of socializing agents are what sociologist Er- 
ving Goffman (1961) called total institutions, confining social 
settings in which an authority regulates all aspects of a person's life. 
Goffman identifies five general types of total institutions: 


1. Institutions that care for people who are defined as inca- 
pable and harmless—for example, orphanages and nursing 
homes. 


2. Institutions set up to care for people who cannot care for 
themselves but who may represent an unintentional threat 
to the community—for example, psychiatric hospitals. 


3. Institutions set up to protect a community from those 
whom authorities define as posing a significant danger— 
for example, prisons and jails, and prisoner-of-war camps. 


4. Institutions established to pursue a specific task requiring 
the total commitment of participants—for example, mili- 
tary barracks and boarding schools. 


5. Institutions intended as escapes or retreats from the 
world—for example, monasteries, convents, and some 
communes. 


Total institutions typically share several key features. All 
aspects of daily life take place in the same setting under the 


guidance of the same authority. Members live in groups, and 
all group members are treated the same and complete the same 
tasks. Authorities impose a specific schedule, monitoring it 
through the application of formal rules and regimenting all the 
activities within the institution. 

The closed world of a total institution provides an extreme 
example of resocialization, the process by which individuals re- 
place old norms and behaviors with new ones as they move from 
one role or life stage to another. In total institutions people must 
submit to a strictly controlled regimen and live in a group 
with other people in the same condition. Such controlled in- 
stitutions attempt to reprogram people to avoid past problems 
(substance abuse, for example), accept current realities (as with 
seniors adapting to residential elder care facilities), or prepare 
for future commitments. The U.S. Army, for example, requires 
new recruits to participate in a ten-week Basic Combat Train- 
ing course that is intended to socialize civilians into soldiers. 
At their best, as with high-quality mental health facilities, such 
institutions can be benevolent means of providing care and 
helping people prepare for new roles in society. At their worst, 
as with political concentration camps, they can be coercive and 
oppressive, designed to destroy the individual will and obtain 
submission. (The Sociology Works box discusses one example 
of a total institution.) 

Total institutions are not always successful at resocializing 
all their members. For example, although prisons and psychi- 
atric hospitals control the daily lives of their inmates and can 
compel inmates to behave in specific ways, the inmates don’t 
always internalize the norms and attitudes being promoted and 
may not behave in ways consistent with these norms when they 
are released. This is a matter of concern for those who work in 
fields such as mental health and juvenile delinquency. 


Through the Life 
Course 


Although socialization is most intense in a person’s early years, 
the agents of socialization discussed in the previous section are 
active throughout a person’s entire lifespan. The life-course 
perspective on socialization looks at how age, time, and place 
shape social identities and experiences over a lifetime. Each stage 
of life is associated with particular experiences that influence 
our identity and that require resocialization. Although every- 
one progresses through various stages of life, those stages and 
what they mean can differ based on the historical period and 
culture in which a person lives, as well as on the person’s gen- 
der, class, and other aspects of personal identity. 


thinking about 


power 


Total institutions resocialize people subject to their authority. How does the nature of 
the power they use to do this vary in different kinds of total institutions—for example, 
cloistered religious orders as opposed to prisons? 


SOCIOLOGY woexs 


Kate Corrigan and the Perkins School for the Blind 


hen Kate Corrigan graduated from The College of the 

Holy Cross in 2009, she had a B.A. in sociology, was 

fluent in American Sign Language, and was looking for a 

job that would allow her to combine those two qualifica- 
tions. She landed a job as a teaching assistant in the Deafblind 
Program at Perkins School for the Blind, a residential educational 
facility in Watertown, Massachusetts, where her sociological 
background has been a valuable asset. 

Corrigan works with twelve to eighteen year olds at Perkins. 
Since Perkins is a residential school, she spends her time with 
students in the cottages where they live, rather than in a tra- 
ditional classroom. Her teaching stresses developing students’ 
communication proficiency, as well as social and daily living skills. 
As part of the program’s focus on negotiating everyday life inter- 
actions, Corrigan takes her students on trips to the local commu- 
nity so that they can practice communication in public settings, 
such as stores and restaurants. Community field trips help stu- 
dents learn independence and how to advocate for themselves in 
a range of social settings. 

Residential schools like Perkins have 
many of the features of a benevolent 
total institution. As a former sociol- 
ogy student, Corrigan understands the 
importance of the program’s role in the 
socialization process. Since her students 
live at the school year round, the school’s 
educational mission is broader than at 
the typical middle school or high school. At 
Perkins, Corrigan notes: “the roles, tasks, and environment typi- 
cally associated with the home become part of the educational 
setting.” Corrigan often draws upon what she learned in her 
“Children and Society” class at Holy Cross for insight into the 
importance of family and school in the lives of children. 

During her time at Perkins, Corrigan has applied the sociologi- 
cal perspective to the school’s sometimes challenging relationship 
with local residents. As she points out, “People in the community 
expect our students to look and behave a certain way because of 
the institution they represent.” These expectations, even when 
well intentioned, can often impose severe limitations on her stu- 
dents. Corrigan notes, however, that in student-community in- 
teractions, “We like to pleasantly surprise people.” Still, Corrigan 
recognizes that the norms within the Perkins community, focused 


‘The process of change from one life stage to another can 
involve a shift in a person’s responsibilities, living situation, 
or standing within their community. Moments of transition 
often involve initiation ceremonies or rites of passage, activi- 
ties that mark and celebrate a change in a person’s social status 
(van Gennep 1909/1961). Some of these ceremonies are rooted 


“Sociology expanded 
my educational horizons 
while also giving me the 

freedom to narrow my focus 
to exactly what | wanted.” 


on special needs students, 
may not always fit smoothly 
with the norms of the broader 
community. This understand- 
ing of the complexity of the 
school-community relationship 
helps Corrigan navigate her 
interactions with the school’s 
neighbors. 

Sociology gave Corrigan 
more than an understanding of 
children, schools, and society. 
Corrigan found sociology excit- 
ing because it permitted her to 
apply what she learned in the 
classroom to her everyday life. 
Sociology also gave her valu- 
able research skills that she 
has applied 

to several fascinating topics, including the 
impact of assistive devices on communi- 
cation among the deaf, the benefits of 
bilingual education for deaf students, and 
responses to disabilities among athletes 
in professional sports. 
Corrigan found that sociology helped 
her ask new questions while also provid- 
ing a foundation for her pursuit of a career 
in cultural- and linguistic-based education. In reflecting on her 
experience as a sociology student, Corrigan offers some helpful 
advice. “To anyone taking a sociology course for the first time, let 
the subject inspire you. There are so many avenues with which the 
subject can be appreciated and applied. Make it your own.” 


think about it 


1. Why does a residential school qualify as a kind of total 
institution? 


Kate Corrigan 


2. What “expectations” do you think the public has about Perkins 
students, and how do you think the students “pleasantly surprise” 
people? Does your local community have expectations about how 
students at your school should look or behave? 


PRAGA! 


in religion, such as a confirmation or bar mitzvah, and follow 
traditions handed down from generation to generation. In the 
United States, weddings, graduation ceremonies, quinceaferas, 
and the Marine Corps’s final training exercise known as “the 
Crucible,” all mark the entrance into a new stage of life. Differ- 
ent societies have their own culturally specific rites of passage, 
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and outsiders are likely to find some of these unfamiliar. 
Among the Venda in South Africa, for example, teenage boys 
and girls go off to separate traditional initiation schools, where 
older men and women prepare them for sexual relationships 
with their future spouses. 
The boys spend up to three 
months away from their 
families and undergo male 
circumcision as the central 
component of their tran- 
sition from childhood to 
adulthood (Lutendo, Ma- 
haraj, and Rogan 2008). 
Socialization is a never- 
ending process because 
people continually adopt 
new roles and identities. 
Some of these roles in- 
volve advanced preparation. 
Anticipatory socialization is the process by which individuals 
practice for a future social role by adopting the norms or behaviors 
associated with a position they have not yet achieved. For exam- 
ple, children are engaging in anticipatory socialization when 
they imitate and practice adult roles, playing with dolls to sim- 
ulate being parents, or playing school to anticipate becoming 
students or teachers. In later life, young adults might take on 
internships to see if they want to pursue employment in a cer- 
tain field, and couples might live together to find out if they are 
compatible for marriage. 


Childhood 


‘The early stages of life, which we label childhood and adoles- 
cence, correspond to the period during which infants gradually 
mature biologically into adults. Interestingly, however, child- 
hood and adolescence are also social constructs; what it means 


0; Te Ls leGiitaan 


on social theory 


As part of a broader symbolic 
interactionist approach, Arnold 
van Gennep theorized that rites 

of passage are a feature of the 
socialization process in all societies. 
What events in your own life 

would you describe as rites of 
passage? Did your position in your 
community change after those 
events? Did you feel different? Did 
people treat you differently? 


to be a child or teenager varies radically over time and from 
culture to culture. As a result, the way young people experience 
this particularly intense period of socialization also varies over 
time and from culture to culture (Fass and Mason 2000). 
Contemporary Western societies tend to view childhood as 
a natural condition linked to children’s physical immaturity. 
Children are considered innocent, with limited capacities, and 
in need of intensive care and protection by adults. However, 
according to Philippe Aries’s classic study of the history of 
family life in Europe, Centuries of Childhood (1965), the idea 
of a distinct childhood period is really a-social construction 
invented in Western society during the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries. Before then, childhood was not distinguished 
so clearly from adulthood. European paintings of the fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries, for example, often portray chil- 
dren as miniature adults, complete with adult clothing and 
adult body proportions. Parents introduced their children to 
the adult world early and abruptly. Given the cramped living 
quarters of the day, by necessity parents routinely exposed their 
children to the full range of adult activity; children were served 
alcohol and sometimes shared the same room as adults having 
sex. It was common for parents to apprentice their six-year- 
old children, sending them away from home to live and work. 
(This practice was imported to colonial America, as well.) Peas- 
ant parents might exploit their children as a potentially valu- 
able family resource by renting them out as servants in wealthy 
homes. Children unable to secure such positions would often 
roam the streets picking through garbage and searching for 
anything useful to their families. Few ever attended school. 
Several historians have challenged Aries’s contention that 
medieval people had no conception of childhood as a separate 
stage of life. One, for example, points out that, like children 
today, medieval children played with toys and engaged in 
games specifically intended for children (Orme 2003). Another 
suggests that parents who apprenticed their young children 
were helping assure that they would have the means to support 


fs Well into the nineteenth century, children in Western society were often seen as economic assets for their families and 
employed in strenuous jobs in often dangerous conditions. Pictures like the one on the left, showing boys and girls carrying 
heavy loads of clay, helped spur a successful movement to outlaw child labor in North America and much of Europe. In 

many poor countries, however, children—like the boy carrying a heavy load of clay at a factory in Cairo, Egypt (center)—are 
still expected to help support their families. On the other hand, the recent Western idea that children need protection and 
extended schooling is now prevalent in much of the world, as in Taiwan, where the children shown here (right) enjoy learning 


to work with clay in a pottery class. 


themselves as adults (Ozment 2001). But scholars agree that 
the social perception and treatment of children—the meaning 
of childhood—has evolved over time, just as the expectations 
of children vary among cultures today. 

By the eighteenth century, children in Western society were 
increasingly seen as innocent, weak, and in need of protection 
rather than as hardy “little adults.” Parents socialized their 
children to behave differently than adults and often punished 
transgressions with severe beatings. But children’s participation 
in the adult world continued. Child labor—a term that would 
not have been used at the time—was common throughout the 
eighteenth century. Children could fit into tight spaces, so they 
were favored workers for picking coal in tight mine shafts or 
cleaning the insides of chimneys. As late as 1890 in the United 
States, about 1.5 million children between the ages of ten and 
fifteen were working, many in the nation’s bustling factories 
(American Social History Project 2007). 

Only in the early nineteenth century did reformers begin 
to challenge the idea that children should be employed as la- 
borers. This was part of a broader cul- 
tural transformation as, increasingly, 
Western society defined childhood as a 
period of life distinct from adulthood. 
The importance of schooling grew, and 
the modern-day connection between 
children and schools was cemented. As 
a result, children were transformed from 
being an economic asset—either on the 
farm or through paid employment in a 
growing industrial economy—to being 
an economic burden for whom parents 
were expected to sacrifice. 

In some of the world’s poorest na- 
tions today, children sometimes con- 
tinue to live as “little adults.” They 
receive little or no schooling and, by 
working, begging, or other means, are 
expected to help support their families. 


Adolescence 


Adolescence—when youth are near- 
ing physical maturity and are no longer 
considered children but have not yet 
taken on the rights or responsibilities of adulthood—was not 
seen as a distinct period of life until the early twentieth cen- 
tury. Scholars typically tie the rise of adolescence in Western 
societies to several social developments in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries (Chinn 2008; see Figure 6.1): 


® Industrialization produced affluence that created a new 
middle class and enabled middle-class young people to stay 


out of the full-time workforce, separating them from adult 
workers. 


m Because schooling became an increasingly important re- 
quirement for employment, middle-class young people 
continued their education, completing high school and 
sometimes even going to college. 


m@ Because they were not working full time, young people had 
more leisure time and began to be consumers of youth- 
oriented products, eventually resulting in the formation of 
a distinct youth subculture. 


m The massive increase in immigration created what we 
might now call a “generation gap” between young people 
who were socialized into the culture and customs of the 
new country and their older immigrant parents who had 
grown up in the old country. 


All these factors helped separate young people from adults and 
helped to make adolescence a distinct period of life. 

Much of the turbulence we now as- 
sociate with adolescence results from 
the contradiction that exists between 
culture and biology. Adolescence as a 
social construction is locked in a bat- 
tle with puberty as a biological reality. 
Adolescents are capable of sexual activ- 
ity and of having children—as they did 
through most of history—but social 
norms now typically discourage such 
behavior. Adolescents are maturing 
physically and mentally and are capable 
of working in many different jobs—as 
they did through most of history—but 
they are now expected to stay in school 
and delay their entry into the workforce. 
Cultural inconsistencies exist, as well. 
Sex is glorified in media but discour- 
aged by parents and other authorities. 
Many of the soldiers who serve in the 
U.S. military are too young to drink al- 
cohol legally. Adolescence, in short, is a 
period of vexing inconsistencies. 

The class differences that played a 
role in the creation of adolescence con- 
tinue to play a role in how adolescence unfolds today. Many 
poor and working-class youth enter the workforce, marry, and 
start a family at an earlier age than many of their middle-class 
counterparts. In effect, adolescence is a shorter period for them 
than it is for middle-class youth. In contrast, middle-class 
youth are more likely to extend adolescence into their twenties 
by attending college and then returning home and remaining 


thinking aboutstructure 


A change in social structure—the emergence of a new middle class—played a role in the 
emergence of the currently prevalent view of adolescence as a distinct life stage. How do 
class differences affect the way different individuals experience adolescence? 


9SINOD JI] 9y} YBNosyy uolzezye1s0S 


145 


Socialization 


CHAPTER 6 


Percent usage in English language books 


0.00200 


0.00160 


0.00120 


0.00080 


0.00040 


0.00000 


1800 1900 


1920 


1820 1840 1860 1880 


©) FIGURE 6.1 | THE EMERGENCE OF ADOLESCENCE 


With the emergence of adolescence as a distinct life stage, the terms adolescent and adolescence became 
increasingly common in the early twentieth century. This line graph illustrates the dramatic growth in the use 
of these two terms in American books during the twentieth century, showing a steady rise beginning around 
1900. The graph was created by a Google tool that calculates the frequency with which any word or phrase 
appears in the books that have been scanned into the Google Books database so far. 


financially dependent on their parents after college. They 
may delay starting families or experiment with various types 
of employment before settling down into a more traditional 
pattern of adult responsibilities. Some researchers suggest that 
the result is a new life stage in the United States—emerging 
adulthood—during which people in their twenties experience 
greater uncertainty and instability in the development of ca- 
reers and relationships on the road to adulthood than did pre- 
vious generations (Henig 2010). 


Adulthood 


As adults enter different stages of life, they take on new roles 
and responsibilities for which they learn to adopt appropriate 
ideas and practices (Elder 2006; Settersten 2002). For many 
people, adulthood is marked by a variety of milestones that re- 
quire resocialization. For example, starting your first full-time 
job means having to adopt a largely new set of attitudes and 
responsibilities. Similarly, getting married or living with a ro- 
mantic partner full time requires taking on the role of spouse 
or partner, requiring further socialization to a new set of chal- 
lenges. In these and many other cases, we adjust to new roles 
and relationships as we accumulate experience. 

Adult life-course trajectories in the United States became 
increasingly standardized in the twentieth century, but they 
varied by gender (MacMillan 2005; Shanahan 2000). A clas- 
sic study of men born in the United States between 1907 and 
1952 identified a sequence of transitions experienced by 
roughly half to three-quarters of them—completion of high 
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school, entry into first job, 
marriage, and parenthood 
(Hogan 1978; Hogan and 
Astone 1986). However, 
this typical sequence could 
be interrupted by various 
factors, including military 
service and college. This 
life course—finish school, 
get a job, get married, 
have children—was never 
a universal experience, but 
it became a broad cultural 
ideal and a widespread as- 
piration among boys and 
young men of the twenti- 
eth century. The life-course 
sequence for women of the 
same generation differed 
from that of their male 
counterparts. For example, 
women in the mid- to late- 
twentieth century were far 
more likely than men to 
marry before starting their 
first job (Marini 1984). 

Recent research suggests 
that the stages of the life course for men and women in recent 
years are more diverse than they were in previous generations. 
Still, the most common life-course pattern for men remains 
work-marriage-parenthood, which may be followed by divorce 
or unemployment. Women’s life-course trajectories are more 
varied: although many follow the same stages as men, many 
others experience a gender-specific trajectory of work-marriage- 
unemployment-parenthood. That period of unemployment re- 
flects the different impact that having children can have on 
women than men (Jackson and Berkowitz 2005). 

Becoming a parent, however, is for many adults—men and 
women alike—one of the most significant life changes they 
will experience. Our culture encourages new parents to reorient 
their lives around the socialization of their children, making a 
priority of their children’s needs and taking on the full burden 
of responsibility for their care and upbringing. As we saw ear- 
lier, this expectation is relatively new in Western society. People 
learn the dominant parenting norms of their culture through 
socialization. Most new parents have observed friends or family 
members with their children, they may have cared for younger 
siblings or babysat their neighbors’ children while growing up, 
and they may have read advice books. A great deal of what 
new parents know results from their own childhood social- 
ization, when they absorbed parenting lessons from their own 
parents—knowledge of which they are not always consciously 
aware. Many parents are surprised to catch themselves talking 
to their children with the same tone and language their parents 
had used with them. As this illustrates, one remarkable feature 
of the socialization process is that it is often invisible to us. 


Adolescent 


Adolescence 


1940 1960 1980 2000 


G In 2003, at the age of seventy- 
two, Canadian runner Ed Whitlock 
became the first person aged 
seventy years or older to runa 
marathon (26.2 miles) in under 
three hours—an impressive 
accomplishment at any age. In 


Aging and 
Retirement 


As people move through the stages of 
adulthood, they experience a continu- 
ing set of transitions, including chang- 
ing or losing a job, getting divorced or 
remarried, seeing children leave home, 
caring for an elderly parent, becoming 
a grandparent, surviving the death of a 
spouse, and experiencing debilitating 
mental or physical limitations brought 
on by old age. As people live through 
these transitions, they learn the norms 
and expectations of the new roles they 
take on. 

In the United States, the wide- 
spread cultural emphasis on youth ¢an 
make the social experience of aging a 
challenge. Although there is no way to 
stop the aging process, many middle- 
aged men and women pursue a range 
of strategies to stay healthy and active 
as long as possible, including exercis- 
ing regularly and following a healthy 
diet. Some pursue the image of youth 
through cosmetic surgery or other ef- 
forts to stave off the effects of aging. 
In this context, as people continue 
to grow older, part of the process of 
aging is negotiating an evolving so- 


2001, at age eighty, he set a new 
marathon world record for his 

age group with a time of 3:15:51. 
His case may be extreme, but 

as millions of older citizens are 
living longer and remaining active, 
they are challenging cultural 
expectations about “appropriate” 
behavior for seniors and 
establishing new norms for living. 
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cial identity as someone who is no longer young (Karp 2000; 
Moody 2010). 

Retirement is a significant life stage, and those who retire 
need to learn a whole new set of norms and behaviors. Like 
other life stages, retirement is socially constructed. Until the 
creation of Social Security in the 1940s, most people in the 
United States simply worked as long as they were able. So- 
cial Security benefits, Medicare health coverage, and Medic- 
aid long-term-care assistance enabled a much broader group 
of Americans to stop working when they reached the age of 
sixty-five, which became the standard retirement age. Now, 
after decades in which the average age at which Americans 
retire has been declining, that trend has reversed (see Fig- 
ure 6.2). A restructured Social Security program delays full 
benefits for those born in 1960 or later until they are sixty- 
seven. Among the other reasons Americans are retiring at a 
later age are increasing life expectancy, inadequate pensions, 
the need to accumulate more savings for longer retirement pe- 
riods, emotional and psychological ties to work, and the social 
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AN FIGURE 6.2 | LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATE OF WORKERS AGED 65 AND 


OVER, 1948-2007 


From 1948 until 1985, the percentage of men aged sixty-five or over who worked dropped 
significantly; during this period men were retiring at an earlier age. The percentage of women of 
that age who worked during this period stayed about the same. However, since 1985 an increasing 
percentage of both women and men have delayed retirement and continued to work past the age 
of sixty-five. Source: U.S. Department of Labor 2008. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


=> 


What does this graph suggest about age, gender, and changes in the structure of the 
American workforce since 1948? 
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integration and support provided by reg- 
ular employment. 

In a society in which much of our 
identity comes from what we do, leaving 
the workforce can be traumatic. Some 
retirees who have waited years to enjoy 
their leisure time quickly become bored 
and fall prey to a sense of isolation (Gold- 
smith 2004). 

Increasingly, retirement is also a finan- 
cial challenge as people spend more years 
outside of paid employment because of 
both longer lifespans and the premature 
loss of employment. Recent practices at 
many large corporations mean that long- 
time employees typically have far less job 
security than did workers in previous 
generations (Sennett 2007). Employees 
in their fifties and early sixties may find 
themselves targeted for job cuts, pres- 
sured to retire before they planned to, 
or simply pushed out by younger, lower- 
paid employees, making their work experience unpredictable 


and effective planning for retirement difficult. Such corporate | 


policies produce a population of the involuntarily retired who 
lose their jobs at an age when they are unlikely to find com- 
parable full-time work. In the competitive economic environ- 
ment of the early twenty-first century, age discrimination for 
workers age fifty and over is becoming increasingly common, 
affecting the quality of the work experience and increasing the 
likelihood of premature job loss for aging workers (Roscigno 
et al. 2007). 

For workers who have private retirement accounts with 
stock investments, the stock market downturn in 2008-2009 
created new challenges that also meant delays in retiring. 
Many men and women in their late fifties and early sixties who 
had planned carefully for their retirement, accumulating in- 
vestments that would allow them to retire comfortably in their 
mid-sixties, absorbed huge losses in the value of their retire- 
ment accounts. As a result, more people will work into their 
late sixties and seventies as they seek to recoup their financial 
losses, leaving fewer jobs for younger people. 

As people enter their elder years, many will confront new 
challenges. Some will experience the death of a spouse, and 
others will cope with their own health problems. Still others 
will remain healthy well into their eighties or nineties but will 
see their social circles dwindle, as their same-age friends and 
neighbors move away or die. Among women aged sixty-five or 
over in the United States, 40 percent live alone, whereas 19 per- 
cent of men in this age group live alone (Federal Interagency 
Forum on Aging-Related Statistics 2010). Given the changes 
associated with one’s elder years, aging can lead to social dis- 
connection and a sense of loneliness (Jylha and Saarenheimo 
2010). 

In the United States, many senior citizens reach a point at 
which independent living is no longer viable. Some leave their 
longtime homes to move in with family members; others re- 


locate to specialized elder housing facili- 
ties; and still others arrange for in-home 
eldercare, so that they do not have to 
move out. Among those over the age of 
sixty-five, 7 percent of men and 17 per- 
cent of women live with relatives other 
than their spouse. Whereas only about 
6 percent of Americans aged sixty-five or 
older lived in elder housing in 2007, more 
than 20 percent of those aged eighty-five 
or older lived in either a long-term care 
facility or some other form of senior citi- 
zen housing (Federal Interagency Forum 
on Aging-Related Statistics 2010). In 
all these situations, senior citizens must 
adjust to new living conditions, facing 
changes to longstanding living patterns. 
These changes often involve an increased 
dependency on others for routine house- 
hold maintenance such as grocery shop- 
ping, food preparation, and laundry. 

Elder housing patterns vary across cul- 
tures. Where multigenerational family living is typical, aging 
adults can often remain within their homes, relying on their 
children and grandchildren for care and support. For exam- 
ple, 70 percent of people aged sixty-five or over in Taiwan live 
with their adult children, a longstanding pattern of familial 
caretaking rooted in the Confucian value of respect for elders 
and a commitment to support one’s parents (Chen 2010; Phil- 
lips 2000). Research in various cultural contexts suggests that 
most elders prefer to “age in place,” staying at home as long as 
they can (Costa-Font, Elvira, and Mascarilla-Miro 2009; Sabia 
2008). 


Historical Events: Marking 
Generational Identity 


An individual’s life course isn’t just a matter of passing through 
a sequence of stages. Lives unfold in particular historical and 
social contexts, and experiencing major historical events can 
have a transformative effect. The German sociologist Karl 
Mannheim (1893-1947) (1928/1952) argued that because 
the shared historical experiences of a group shape its general 
attitudes and behaviors, the major events that occur during 
adolescence become key to identifying a specific generation. 
A recent summary of the research and theory on the signifi- 
cance of major events suggests that our identity is “stamped 
by the historically significant events and changes” occurring 
during adolescence and young adulthood (Griffin 2004, 545). 
Since the Al Qaeda attacks on New York’s World Trade Center 
and the Pentagon were crucial in shaping many people’s ideas 
about the world, people born in the late twentieth century 
might consider themselves members of the 9/11 generation. In- 
deed, when American troops killed Osama Bin Laden in 2011, 
those under age thirty dominated the crowds that assembled to 
cheer the event (Marcus 2011). 


An early effort to study the relationship between a gen- 
eration’s formative events and adult life experiences was Glen 
Elder’s now-classic study Children of the Great Depression 
(1974/1999), which traced the life histories of 167 men and 
women born in 1920 and 1921, about eight to nine years before 
the stock market crash that contributed to the Great Depres- 
sion. Elder shows how the economic crisis challenged tradi- 
tional gender roles among adults but strengthened gender roles 
among the children of the era. As more mothers entered the 
paid labor force, daughters took over many domestic respon- 
sibilities while sons gained more independence by working 
outside the home to help the family. In general, the harsh ex- 
perience of unexpected economic hardship hurried both boys 
and girls of that generation into adult activities and identities. 

In another study, sociologist Doug McAdam (1989)- ex- 
plored whether youth involvement in a form of high-risk po- 
litical activity had lifelong consequences. Mississippi Freedom 
Summer was a 1964 campaign in which mostly white northern 
students went south to help with voter registration and to sup- 
port the growing civil rights movement. The campaign made 
headlines in June 1964 when white supremacists kidnapped 
and murdered three of the activists. This event set the tone for 
the summer project, which became a danger-filled and eye- 
opening experience for the volunteers. 

Twenty years after Freedom Summer, McAdam (1989) sur- 
veyed more than 200 campaign participants. As a compari- 
son group, he also surveyed more than 100 people who had 
applied and been accepted to take part in Freedom Summer 
but had decided not to participate. McAdam found that, in 
several important respects, the Freedom Summer volunteers 
were different from those who had dropped out of the project: 
volunteers were far more involved in political activism, began 
their careers at a later age, had lower incomes, and were less 


>) Young people who grew up following the attacks of September 
11, 2001, are sometimes referred to as the “9/11 generation” because 
the events shaped their long-term attitudes about the world. This 

is especially true of the victims’ children, some of whom, like those 
pictured here during a commemoration at the 9/11 memorial in New 
York City, were just infants at the time of the tragedy. 


likely to be married. Although the two groups may have been 
somewhat different to begin with, the experience of participat- 
ing in Freedom Summer likely had long-term consequences, 
and McAdam suggests that this impact was partly the result 
of a “radical resocialization of those involved” (p. 758). Free- 
dom Summer volunteers left Mississippi with strong political 
commitments and a strong network of like-minded activ- 
ists. Often, they pursued their deep political commitments 
throughout their adult lives. Here we can see how powerful 
socialization experiences can shape attitudes and priorities and 
have long-term biographical consequences. Whatever the spe- 
cifics, historical events provide the context within which our 
individual socialization takes place. 


Se a pty 
Setting the Stage 
Social Life 


So far, we have looked at socialization—the way we acquire cul- 
ture—entirely as a learning process. After all, as Chapter 3 ex- 
plains, culture is learned, not biologically based. But humans are 
animals, and like other animals, we have biological constraints 
and advantages. It is biology that gives us hands capable of mak- 
ing and using our culture’s tools; and it is biology that gives us 
brains capable of developing and learning culture and allowing 
us to connect with other humans in complex social interactions. 


Beyond “Nature Versus 
Nurture” 


If biology makes us capable of culture, what other effects does 
it have on our behavior? In other words, to what extent does 
biology, rather than culture, influence who we are and how we 
behave? This question is the crux of the nature versus nurture 
debate, a disagreement about the relative importance of biology 
(“nature”) and the social environment (“nurture”) in influencing 
human behavior. Two positions have occupied the extremes of 
this debate. One of them, biological determinism, contends 
that biology, specifically our genetic makeup, almost completely 
shapes human behavior. Those who hold this perspective argue 
that biology explains many types of human action, such as 
crime, violence, or addiction (Caspi et al. 2002; Jensen et al. 
1998). They also sometimes attribute much of the social and 
economic inequality between groups—especially races, the 
sexes, and social classes—to innate, biological differences— 
that is, differences that cannot be changed. (From this point of 
view, biology, not culture, would explain why more men than 
women excel at mathematics, making Melanie Wood such a 
rarity on her Mathematical Olympiad team.) 

At the opposite extreme, social determinism contends that 
culture and the social environment almost completely shape human 
behavior. Obviously humans have biological differences, but 
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a Culture is one of the distinguishing features of humans, although some other animals are capable of culture, as well. 
Chimpanzees learn to place nuts on a stone and break them open using another rock. Humans, however, are capable of vastly 
more elaborate creativity in the amassing of cultural knowledge, including the invention and use of complicated machinery, 
such as this combine used to harvest wheat. Both are examples of tools being used to get food, but they are of a radically 
different order. 


these are insignificant compared to the cultural differences 
that distinguish societies around the world. Humans, in other 
words, are the highly malleable product of the social learn- 
ing that occurs during socialization. According to this per- 
spective, most economic and social inequalities—including, 
say, the unequal accomplishments of men and women in 
mathematics—result not from innate differences, but instead 
from the social systems humans create. As a result, although 
we may never eliminate such inequalities entirely, we can re- 
duce them dramatically. Few scholars today subscribe to either 
of these extremes. Instead, most now understand that biology 
and the social environment—nature and nurture—interact in 
complex ways. Our biology—or mote specifically, our genes— 
represents possibilities; culture and socialization act on those 
possibilities to make us who we are. (The Sociology Matters 
box examines the misuse of biology and genetics.) 


Genes and Social Interaction 


Genes are the basic unit of hereditary information, the mecha- 
nism by which we inherit various characteristics from our an- 
cestors. If you have your father’s nose or your mother’s hair, 
genes are primarily responsible. Some features of human be- 
havior are also influenced by genes. For example, research sug- 
gests that how neurotic, outgoing, open, agreeable, or consci- 
entious you are is due partly to your genes (Guo 2005). 

The influence of genes, however, is complicated and subtle 
(Alper 2002). In most cases, genes represent the potential for 
particular traits, but how those traits are expressed in a par- 
ticular person depends on the physical and social environment 
into which the person is born. If two children have the same 
gene for height, but one is born into poverty and malnourished 
while the other is born into affluence and well fed, the poor 
child will likely grow up to be shorter than will the affluent 


child. 


Similarly, some behaviors also reflect the interaction of 
genes and the social environment. For example, both abuse in 
childhood and a particular form of a gene have been associ- 
ated with antisocial behavior in adult men. However, the social 
condition appears to trigger the gene’s effect. That is, boys who 
both have the gene and have suffered abuse are the most likely 
to be antisocial as men. In contrast, boys who have the gene 
but were not abused and boys who were abused but lack the 
gene tend not to be antisocial as men (Caspi et al. 2002). 

Just as social conditions can trigger a genetically linked effect, 
they can also help counter it (Shanahan and Hofer 2005). The 
same gene associated with antisocial behavior in men who were 
abused as boys is also associated with depression in abused five- to 
fifteen-year-old children (Kaufman et al. 2004). However, access 
to consistent social support from family and friends reduces the 
risk of depression among all children, including those who were 
abused and have the gene. So, a supportive social environment 
can promote resiliency in children who are otherwise genetically 
vulnerable to depression. The social environment, in other words, 
can not only trigger genes, it can also limit their impact. 

Biology matters, but humans are much more than their biol- 
ogy. Rather than determining our fate, biology instead provides 
us with capacities that allow us to construct our social selves. 
Virtually all the qualities that make humans distinct—including 
our sense of self—are a result of social interaction and culture. 


the Social Self 


In a classic work of anthropology, Clyde Kluckhohn (1968) 
tells the story of meeting a young man in New York City who 
was utterly bewildered by the American way of life. He spoke 


~ SOCIOLOGY Matters 


The Use and Abuse of Biology and Genetics 


ociologists and other social scientists have long been sus- 

picious of efforts to explore the role of biology in social 

life, and many continue to be so despite advances in the 

integration of biological and social research. The source 
of their suspicion is the ghastly history of abuse that has marked 
attempts to explain society in biological terms. 

Slavery, economic inequality, and opposition to social pro- 
grams that aid the poor have all been justified—and the justifi- 
cations all later proved wrong—on the grounds that biological 
differences create insurmountable barriers to equality. These 
arguments were based on ideology, racist beliefs, and sexist as- 
sumptions rather than on scientific evidence. Over time, a pre- 
ponderance of scientific evidence refuted them, but they live on 
in popular thinking. 

At its worst, belief in the biological destiny of human beings 
was used to justify disastrous and abhorrent social policies aimed 
at “improving” the human race. Among these was the Nazis’ use 
of extermination camps and gas chambers to kill six million Jews 
and millions of other “undesirables” (Black 2003; Muller-Hill 
1988). In the United States, misuse of supposedly scientific bio- 
logical information justified state-level programs that led to the 
sterilization of more than 65,000 Americans (Bruinius 2006). At- 
tacks on immigrant groups in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries were based on claims about their supposed biological 
inferiority. More recently, biological information has been used 
to link racial inequality to scores on IQ tests. Most social scien- 
tists regard these latest abuses as, at best, the result of sloppy 
science and, at worst, the dressing-up of old racist beliefs in new 
pseudo-scientific clothes (Devlin et al. 1997; Fischer et al. 1996, 
Fraser 1995). 

Despite this history of abuse, advances in genetics and neuro- 
science (the study of the brain) have had important sociological 
implications. Sociologists attempting to integrate these findings 
with their field have often also had to combat persistent popular 
misperceptions about the role of genes and other aspects of hu- 
man biology on human behavior. 

In recent decades, for example, the advent of genetic screen- 
ing has raised hopes about the possibility of developing preven- 
tive treatments for certain cancers and inherited conditions such 
as Huntington disease and cystic fibrosis. But it has also brought 
the possibility of abuses: suppose that health insurance compa- 
nies decide not to cover people who are found to carry a gene as- 
sociated with a particular form of cancer, or that employers reject 
job applicants who have a genetic link to alcoholism. Troy Duster, 
a sociologist with deep roots in the quest for social justice, has 
devoted much of his career to trying to prevent these kinds of 
misuse of genetic information. 

Duster employs a sociological perspective to examine how 
genetics is being used—and misused—in contemporary science. 
Before genetic testing was well known, Duster published Back- 
door to Eugenics (1991/2003), which explored the potential misuse 


of genetic screening to discriminate against people in the work- 
place and in other social settings. Duster argued at the time that 
we need a broad social discussion about the consequences of 
improved genetic screening. 

While recognizing some of the benefits produced by genetic 
research, Duster cautions that scientists are sometimes too quick 
to look to genes for answers to what are fundamentally social 
questions. For example, Duster notes that many diseases, such as 
cancer and high blood pressure, affect some population groups 
more than others. However, the biotechnology and pharmaceuti- 
cal industries, which fund medical research, are interested in pro- 
ducing drugs that address potential biological causes, rather than 
in examining environmental conditions that may cause or exacer- 
bate serious health problems. Research is directed at identifying 
genetic susceptibilities that can be treated with drugs rather than 
at addressing environmental triggers of disease. 

Sometimes these concerns about neglecting environmental 
conditions involve race. Duster notes that, although there is no 
genetic basis for race (something we explore in Chapter 10), race 
is a social reality that sometimes has biological implications. For 
example, the rate of prostate cancer among African American 
men is much higher than it is for white men, and the National 
Cancer Institute is looking for a genetic explanation for this dif- 
ference. Duster points out, however, that black men in Africa 
and the Caribbean, presumably genetically similar to African 
American men, have lower prostate cancer rates, suggesting that 
the cause of the difference is at least as much environmental and 
social—perhaps the result of diet, stress, or some other factor— 
as it is genetic (Dreifus 2005). 

A sociological approach encourages us to ask hard questions 
about the interaction of genes and the social environment. At 
the same time, as new forms of genetic testing develop, sociol- 
ogy helps us to think critically about their social consequences. 

In recent years, DNA testing has been the subject of much media 
attention—helping prove the innocence of sometimes long-held 
prison inmates or to place alleged perpetrators at the scene of 

a crime, determining paternity, identifying missing children, and 
connecting biological relatives—and a huge database of genetic 
information continues to accumulate. Sociology reminds us that 
we need to place the issue of genetic information in a broader 
social context, paying careful attention both to its potential ben- 
efits and to its possible abuses. 


think about it 


1. Why do you think social considerations are deemphasized in a 
climate that focuses on biological research? What results might 
this lack of emphasis have? 


2. How might the misuse of genetic research be avoided or 
prevented? 
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Chinese but not a word of English. His body lan- 
guage—including facial expressions, arm movements, 
and gait—were all consistent with Chinese norms. 
His worldview clashed with common American ways 
of thinking. After a short and alienating time in the 
United States, he decided to return to China. 

This young man was the light-haired, blue-eyed 
son of American parents from Indiana who had gone 
to China as missionaries. When they died, the young 
man was raised by a Chinese family in a remote vil- 
lage. He was socialized into Chinese culture, and his 
sense of self was inextricably linked to his Chinese 
upbringing. His social environment was central to his 
development of a sense of self. 

Biology helps set the stage for social life, but our 
cultural characteristics make us distinct. Our devel- 
opment into fully functioning human beings must be 
nurtured systematically through ongoing social inter- 
action and socialization. 


Humans Without Culture 


The importance of socialization and culture to becoming hu- 
man can be illustrated dramatically with the tragic cases of 
children raised in isolation. One well-documented case from 
Ohio in the 1930s involved a child who was given the pseudo- 
nym “Isabelle” (Davis 1947). Isabelle’s mother was a deaf-mute 
and unmarried. At the time, so-called illegitimate children 
faced intense social disapproval, and for this reason the child 
and the mother were kept secluded in a darkened room, shut 
off from the rest of their family. Isabelle’s first six-and-a-half 
years were spent in this terrible isolation. 

When she was discovered, Isabelle seemed to be mentally 
incapacitated. She could not speak at all and instead made only 
a “strange croaking sound.” She did not respond normally to 
sights and sounds. She was fearful and hostile toward strang- 
ers, behaving like “a wild animal” (Davis 1947, 436). Special- 
ists began to work with Isabelle, and over time they determined 
that she could hear and see normally. But she scored almost 
zero on a verbal test, and a test of her social maturity ranked 
her at the level of a two-and-a-half-year old. 

When given intensive training, Isabelle developed quickly, 
learning to speak, write, and do basic mathematics. Within 
two years she had caught up to her peers and had the intel- 
lectual development normal for children her age. She went on 
to function normally in school and took part in activities with 
children her age. With adequate socialization, the result of sys- 
tematic training by an expert team that included a speech spe- 
cialist and a psychologist, Isabelle was able to participate fully 
in her culture. 

A striking large-scale example of the consequences of inad- 
equate socialization emerged during the 1990s. For years, Ro- 
mania had a state system of poorly run orphanages where more 
than 100,000 children languished. ‘The children were well fed, 
clothed, and housed, but they received little stimulation and 
inadequate attention. After Romania’s communist regime fell 
in late 1989, outside aid agencies took an interest in the or- 
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¢» Romanian orphans, such as those in the photo above, were 
adequately fed, clothed, and housed, but their lack of social 
interaction and stimulation dramatically stunted their development. 


phans and began to promote their placement in foster homes 
and adoption, though many remained in the orphanages. 

Researchers from around the world studied the unfortu- 
nate children to learn how inadequate social stimulation had 
affected their health and to see if they could assist their de- 
velopment. Researchers placed nearly seventy of the children 
between the ages of six and thirty months in high-quality fos- 
ter care. For five years, they compared the progress of these 
children to that of a similar-sized group who remained in the 
orphanages, as well as to a control group of local children 
growing up with their own families. Studies that are still ongo- 
ing as the children enter adulthood (Parker and Nelson 2005) 
show that inadequate social stimulation and interaction at an 
early age produce long-lasting physical and cognitive trauma. 

The stress caused by the infants’ social deprivation appar- 
ently inhibited the production of key growth hormones, an 
example of how social environment affects biology. The chil- 
dren suffered stunted mental and physical development. Some 
teenaged orphans had the physical appearance of six year olds. 
They had IQ scores averaging nearly forty points below normal 
and high rates of social disorders, including hyperactivity, the 
inability to form healthy social bonds, and behavior that mim- 
ics symptoms of autism, a developmental disorder character- 
ized by impaired social interaction. 

When their social environment was improved, the young- 
est orphans—especially those still less than a year old—made 
up much of the lost ground in both their physical and mental 
development, sometimes growing at five times the normal rate 
while catching up. Stimulation and nurturing support from 
foster care families, in the form of touching, eye contact, posi- 


tive verbal reinforcements (cheers, praise, laughing) encour- 
aged the children to thrive and develop. They developed higher 
IQs and had fewer social problems, such as anxiety and depres- 
sion, when compared with children who stayed in the orphan- 
ages. However, children who had been in the orphanages for a 
longer period appear to have missed a crucial window for im- 
portant brain development. A lack of normal social stimulation 
early on may have taken a long-term biological toll. 

The sad tale of isolated children demonstrates how essential 
socialization is to making us recognizably human. Through 
social interaction, we develop our capacities, become healthy 
adults—physically and socially—and, in the process, develop 
a sense of self. 


Reflexivity: Cooley’s 
“Looking Glass Self” 


Your sense of self is the collection of thoughts and feelings you 
have when considering yourself as an object. Humans are self- 
conscious beings: we can make ourselves the object of our own 
thoughts and attention. This capacity for self-reflection is at the 
heart of the concept of a self, and as we will see, self-reflection 
emerges only through social interaction. 

We are not born with a sense of self; rather we develop it 
over time as a product of the culture in which we are social- 
ized. In particular, we develop a sense of self through our ex- 
perience of social interaction. An early American sociologist, 
Charles Horton Cooley (1864-1929), articulated this point 
with his concept of the looking glass self, the idea that our 
sense of self develops as a reflection of the way we think others see us 
(1902). (A looking glass is a mirror.) 

According to Cooley, our interactions with others involve 
three steps that, repeated in all our interactions, forge our sense 


of self: 


1. We imagine our image in the eyes of others. 
2. We imagine the others making some judgment about us. 


3. We experience a feeling as a result of the imagined 
judgment. 


For example, think of a moment when you were either badly 
embarrassed or very proud of yourself. Why did you feel this 
way? Was at least part of your emotion based on your percep- 
tion of how other people were seeing you, as Cooley suggests? 

Cooley wrote long before researchers could probe the work- 
ings of the human brain. However, as we see later in this chap- 
ter, recent findings in brain science are consistent with Cooley’s 
early sociological insights. Our so-called mind-reading skills 
(our ability to interpret what other people think or feel) and 
many of our emotional responses—both central to Cooley’s 
model—are built-in brain functions. 

As the looking-glass-self idea implies, people’s sense of self 
is determined in relation to their interaction with others and 
so varies depending on the people with whom they interact. 
While hanging out with close friends, you feel confident and 
comfortable, but during a tough job interview, you feel ner- 
vous and uncertain. You haven’t changed, but the social con- 


text and your interaction with others have. Your confidence or 
nervousness is linked to your perception of others’ judgments 
of you in each of these situations, as well as to the level of sig- 
nificance you attribute to 
that judgment. 

The extent to which 
people are attuned to the 
judgment of others can 
vary dramatically. Some 
people feel such an exces- 
sive concern about what 
others think of them that 
it inhibits their behavior. 
Others seem to care so lit- 
tle about what others think 
that they are sometimes un- 
apologetically rude. Navigating smoothly through social life 
generally requires a balanced reaction: taking into account the 
reactions of others but not letting them dictate your actions. 
Acquiring this balance is part of socialization. 
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on social theory 


Cooley’s concept of the looking 
glass self is part of a symbolic 
interactionist perspective on 

social development. Can you think 
of a “looking glass” moment in your 
own life when you felt either pride 
or shame about something you had 
done based on your perception of 
how other people perceived you? 


Spontaneity Versus Social 
Norms: Mead’s “I” and “Me” 


Another way of expressing the balance required in developing 
a healthy self comes from the work of American sociologist 
George Herbert Mead (1863-1931). Mead argued that the self 
is made up of what he called the “I” and the “me” (1934/1962). 
Mead’s “I” is the part of the self that is spontaneous, impulsive, 
creative, and unpredictable. \t is nonreflective and exists only 
in the present. The instant you start to think about it, you lose 
that spontaneous self. 

Have you ever blurted out something you immediately 
wished you hadn’t said? That was the “I” speaking. When 
people attribute their actions to instinct or reflexes or acting 
without thinking, they are referring to Mead’s “I.” The “I” is 
also the location of what we often refer to as personality. People 
with a strong “I” tend to be outgoing, spontaneous, and viva- 
cious. The “I” allows for spontaneous action independent of 
social conventions. In some cases, it can be the source of resis- 
tance to social norms and social control. 

To create a healthy self, the “I” must be balanced with what 
Mead calls the “me.” Mead’s “me” is the sense of self that has 
been learned from interaction with others. When you adhere to 
social norms—such as when you refrain from saying some- 
thing for fear of offending someone—the “me” is dominating 
the “I.” When you reflect on the “I,” it becomes part of the 
“me.” Socialization involves learning to balance the “I” and 
the “me.” 


Social Interaction: 
Developing a Self 


The self is constructed through social interaction as a per- 
son matures, both biologically and socially. For example, 
the capacity to take on the perspective of others begins with 
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the biological maturation that takes place between 9 and 14 
months old, when most children become skilled at “gaze moni- 
toring,” the ability to follow someone’s gaze to see the same 
thing that person is looking at (Baron-Cohen 1999). This is a 
child’s early attempt to figure out what’s going on in another 
person’s head. Building on this ability, children later learn so- 
cial interaction skills and construct a robust sense of self. 

Mead proposed that children advance through four stages 
of social development: 


1. Pre-play stage. Through age two children are unable to step 
fully outside of themselves to view themselves. They cannot 
completely take the perspective of other people. They may 
imitate behavior they see, but those acts are not meaning- 
ful; they do not fully understand what they are doing. 


2. Play stage. Beginning at around age three, children begin to 
be able to take on the role of a single other in a meaningful 
way. [hey can step out of them- 
selves, for example, by playing 
the role of a mom or a dad. 


3. Game stage. By age six or 
seven, children learn not only 
how to play a role but also how 
to link this role to others’ roles. 
Playing a team sport, for ex- 
ample, involves understanding 
your role in relation to those 
of others on the team. This in 
turn involves learning rules and 
anticipating the actions of oth- 
ers. At this stage, children can 
fully imagine how the social 
world appears to others. 


4. Generalized other. Finally, as people mature they develop 
the capacity to consider the generalized other, the val- 
ues and orientations of their overall community rather than 
those of specific individuals. That is, they internalize the 
values and beliefs of their culture. Being concerned about 
“what people would think” or simply “knowing right from 
wrong” are examples of taking into account the generalized 
other. The generalized other depends on the social context: 
it varies greatly from culture to culture. 


Neurosociology and 
the Social Brain 


Neuroscience is composed of the various fields that study the 
nervous system, especially the brain. The emerging study of 
neurosociology integrates findings from neuroscience with a so- 
ciological analysis of social behavior. From neurosociology we 
are learning the brain’s role in influencing many of the things 
that make us human, including our unconscious, our emo- 


tions, our sense of self, and our ability to interact with oth- 
ers. But we are also learning how social interaction produces 
physical changes in the brain itself. The brain makes social in- 
teraction possible, but it is also itself a product of social inter- 
action. Finally, what we are learning about the way the brain 
responds to social stimuli is consistent with many of Cooley’s 
and Mead’s insights about the importance of social interaction 
for the development of the self. 

The brain is central to social life because it processes stimuli 
from outside the body. Much of what the brain does—as much 
as 97 percent (Gazzaniga 1998)—is automatic. Our breathing 
and pulse, for example, are maintained by the brain even while 
we sleep. At any given moment, your brain processes much 
more information from your senses than you are consciously 
aware of. When you interact with people face to face you are 
unconsciously picking up information about them from a vari- 
ety of nonverbal sources such as their body language and tone 
of voice (Turner 1999, 2000). The 
facial muscles used in a genuine 
smile are different from those used 
in a fake smile, for example, and 
research shows that most people 
can recognize the difference and 
sense a lack of sincerity behind a 
fake smile (S. Johnson 2004). Such 
unconsciously perceived _ signals 
may account for the “gut feelings” 
we sometimes have about people 
we have just met. 

The brain helps us “read” people 
and understand their intentions 
and behaviors. This task is com- 
plex, because social situations are 
constantly in flux and our assess- 
ments must be revised accordingly (Brothers 1997). For exam- 
ple, on a first date, you probably continually try to read your 
partner’s words, actions, and body language to figure out how 
she or he feels about you. This ability to read other people— 
an ability central to Cooley’s concept of the looking glass self 
and Mead’s ideas about the stages of child development—is 
sometimes referred to as “mind reading” by neuroscientists 
(Baron-Cohen 1999). It is partially rooted in the brain through 
specialized brain cells called mirror neurons that fire whenever 
you perform an action or experience an emotion. They also 
fire when you watch someone else perform the same action or 
convey the same emotion, allowing you to experience what the 
other person is experiencing. 

Emotions are crucial to human communication and behay- 
ior, and scientists are beginning to understand how the brain 
interacts with social cues to control them (Smith and Franks 
1999). For example, a crying child is often soothed when 
picked up by a parent. But why? The child’s brain produces 
opioids—morphine-like molecules—that generate feelings of 


thinking aboutey]lture 


Culture shapes our sense of the generalized other. What might be some consequences— 
large or small—when people with differing views of the generalized other interact, say, in 
diplomatic negotiations, business deals, or romantic courtships? 


comfort. The emotional change is a result of biology, but the 
biological change is triggered by a social interaction. 

That our biological makeup provides positive reinforce- 
ments for attachment to others may be one factor in explaining 
some social behavior, including bonding and trust (Kosfeld et 
al. 2005). One type of hormone that generates soothing feel- 
ings, oxytocin (not to be confused with the painkiller oxy- 
contin) is produced in the context of intense social bonding, 
including breastfeeding, sexual climax, and falling in love. For 
humans, connecting with others simply feels good. 

As Mead suggests with his concepts of the “I” and “me,” 
learning to balance automatic, often emotion-laden, actions 
and more considered responses is an important part of de- 
veloping into an adult and being socialized. Youngsters with 
relatively little socialization have not yet developed such skills. 
They respond more automatically than adults through laugh- 
ing, crying, hitting, and acting out in various ways. Part of 
the socialization process, which varies by culture, is learning to 
control our emotional responses so that we do not act impul- 
sively. In effect, we train and strengthen a portion of our brains 
that regulates our feelings and behavior. 

Brain plasticity is the ability of the brain to restructure and 
reorganize itself, especially as a result of social experiences and 
learning. When you interact with your environment, you are 
changing the way your brain is structured or used. Train in- 
tensely to become a violinist, and the portion of the brain as- 
sociated with fingers of the hand that play notes will grow. A 
person who becomes blind may use the portion of the brain 
typically devoted to visual information to learn and process 
Braille. 

As we are socialized and learn about our culture, we are also 
shaping our brains. For example, the left side of the brain is 
associated with language, logic, and linear thinking, whereas 
the right side is associated with more holistic and nonlinear 
reasoning. In a study comparing Australian Aborigine children 
with Australian children of European descent, sociologist War- 
ren TenHouten (1980, 1999) found that the Aborigine chil- 
dren rely more on the right brain whereas the Euro-Australian 
children rely more on the left. However, when Aborigine chil- 
dren moved from the Australian outback to Euro-Australian- 
dominated urban areas, they began to draw more heavily on 
their left brains. Their need to adapt to a different cultural set- 
ting apparently changed the way they used their brains. 


Foucault’s Regimes of Power 


Social interaction and self-reflection are crucial to creating a 
sense of self. However, the self develops in a particular histori- 
cal context under certain social and political conditions. As a 
result, power relations within a society—who holds power and 
who does not—are important factors in socialization and in 
the developing sense of self. Your sense of self would be radi- 
cally different had you been born, say, a peasant serving a noble 


in medieval Europe, or a native of a nineteenth-century central 
African country colonized by a European power, or a member 
of the Saudi royal family. In other words, your sense of self is 
partially the product of the power relations in your society. 

As we saw in Chapter 5, Michel Foucault (1977/1979, 1980) 
is the social theorist most closely associated with the idea that 
power shapes our daily life and our sense of self. For Foucault, 
modern power is embodied in various types of knowledge that 
are connected to particular social sites, such as schools, hos- 
pitals, prisons, and the workplace. The connection of power 
and knowledge in different social settings produces various “re- 
gimes of power” (Callero 2003). For example, psychiatry, med- 
icine, personnel management, education, and criminal justice 
are all fields in which “experts” use their specialized knowledge 
in particular settings to monitor, test, categorize, and control 
others. Thus, Foucault saw power as decentralized within the 
many social institutions that we encounter in our daily lives. 
Students, patients, and prisoners, for example, are all moni- 
tored by those in power, tested in various ways, and classified 
so as to fit into a system that categorizes people. 

Foucault argued that the very terms and concepts we use 
to think about our selves do not originate with us but instead 
are produced and promoted through various regimes of power. 
Teachers tell us what is good; doctors tell us what is normal. 
We are socialized to internalize these definitions. We judge 
ourselves against these standards and work to comply with 
these expectations. Over time, through socialization, most of 
us internalize these various forms of social control by becom- 
ing, for example, good students, law-abiding citizens, rational 
thinkers, hard workers, and diligent consumers. By internal- 
izing these standards, we create a self that originates outside 
our selves. For Foucault there is no “real” self that struggles 
against powerful external forces. Instead, the self is the product 
of these various regimes of power. 

Understood in this way, culture is not something outside 
ourselves that we can choose to 
ignore. Once we are social- 
ized, culture has become a 
part of who we are; there 
is no escaping it. It is em- 
bedded in how we think 
and view the world. Imag- 
ine the extreme case of a 
man who decides he wants 
nothing to do with society 
and therefore withdraws to 
some remote location to live 
off the land in total isolation. Elated by his newfound inde- 
pendence, he shouts to the stars, “Finally, I am free!”—using 
words and concepts from his culture! His freedom from soci- 
ety is illusory, since he takes with him all that he has learned 
through socialization. Like this man, we too have made our 
culture a part of who we are. 
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Michel Foucault focused on the 
way we internalize our culture’s 
power relationships in developing 
a sense of self. Do you think it is 
ever possible to completely break 
out of the constraints of your 
socialization? 
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ONLINE COMMUNICATION AND IDENTITY 


s we have seen, the sense of self develops in a so- 

cial context. As a result, in today’s rapidly changing, 

increasingly globalized world, the way people are 

socialized and the way people view themselves is also 
changing. 

In particular, the way we think about ourselves is much 
more fluid and changeable than it was in eras past. As social 
roles in many societies have become less rigid and as mass 
communication has exposed people to a broad and some- 
times conflicting set of values and lifestyles, developing 
an identity has become much more of an intentional, self- 
conscious act. Rather than being constrained by traditional, 
rigid expectations, many people are faced with a variety of 
options. As a result, they must construct answers to many 
questions: Who am I? What sort of work will | do? Where will 
| live? Will | have children? What lifestyle will | pursue? Will | 
follow a set of religious beliefs or be a nonbeliever? Will | be 
politically active? These and many other aspects of our adult 
selves are open to various possibilities, but there are limits, 
of course. In particular, social inequality limits the options of 
the poor, leaving the relatively affluent to 
ponder their many options. 

Sociologist Sherry Turkle was among 
the first to recognize that computers 
could be connected to our sense of iden- 
tity. In the pre-Internet age, Turkle (1985) 
found that some young people saw their 
personal computers as an extension of 
themselves, a “second self.” Later, Turkle 
(1995) examined the emerging world of 
online role-playing games, where people 
could experiment with their identities, 
moving beyond the limits of real life. 

The choices you make in your sense of 
self are especially evident on the Inter- 
net, where your Facebook “wall” or your 
avatar tell people who you are. Avatars— 
cartoon-like graphic representations— 
serve as public faces for otherwise face- 
less gamers in virtual communities such 
as Second Life and multiplayer gaming 
worlds like Worlds of Warcraft. Since 
gamers can choose among existing avatars or create their 
own, they actively participate in the construction of their 


online selves. An online identity need not be constrained by 
the gamer’s biological reality. It can be a different sex, race, 
age, and appearance. 

Recent research indicates some of the possibilities and 
limits of online identities. For example, one study of virtual 
sex on Second Life found that people see their online inti- 
mate encounters as opportunities to transgress norms and 
seek out new experiences, even construct secret selves, all 
without consequences in “first life,” one’s real life. Second 
Life encounters are playful and fun, allowing for “unbridled 
free expression, self-exploration, and transgression,” pre- 
cisely because they aren’t real. In fact, real life influences 
Second Life far more than Second Life bleeds into people’s 
first lives. Second Life reproduces prevailing standards of 
attractiveness, as almost all avatars embody the same defini- 
tions of what it means to be beautiful and sexy (Waskul and 
Martin 2010). 

As a growing number of senior citizens go online, joining 
virtual communities of age peers such as “Age-net,” “Cool 
Grandma,” and “Seniors Daily,” researchers have begun to 


a World of Warcraft is a multiplayer online role-playing game in 
which thousands of players participate within the online Warcraft 
universe. Each player creates a distinct online identity in the form of 
an avatar, with a specific race, class, profession, and reputation—all 
drawn from a list within the Warcraft world. 
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explore the ways senior citizens experience online communi- cessible to everyone. In recent years, technology has blurred 


cation. One study suggests that online communities provide this distinction. Some individuals make what once would 
valuable support for senior citizens coping with life-course have been their private lives freely and publicly available on- 
transitions, such as retirement or declining health, by giving line through personal web sites, blogs, pictures, and video. 
them a forum to interact and share their experiences with Finally, online communication has contributed to a gen- 
peers from around the globe and by providing a source of eral increase in the pace of modern life, which can also alter 
leisure and entertainment. Participation in online communi- our sense of self. Turkle (2008) suggests that we now live in 
ties may help senior citizens to maintain a sense of self dur- an “always-on culture,” where the speed and constancy of 
ing times of transition or even to restore their identity in the communication is generating a “rapid response” self, with 
wake of painful experiences. Some senior citizens may find little time for reflection. In the age of the Blackberry and 
that the anonymity of online communities permits them to iPhone, people can be connected to the Internet just about 
express emotions that they conceal in real life or to experi- every waking minute. For those who are most plugged-in to 
ence new relationships, providing an opportunity for per- the online world, a phone or laptop can feel like an extension 
sonal growth (Nimrod 2009). of the body—raising questions about the self in the digital 

Online communities are also allowing us to make what age. Turkle (2008) quotes a television producer describing 
once was our private self more public. In the past, people how she felt when her smartphone broke: “When my Palm 
drew sharp distinctions between the private self—the as- crashed, it was like a death. It was more than | could handle. 
pects of the self shared only with a few close intimates—and | felt as though | had lost my mind” (p. 132). 


the public self—the aspects of the self that were freely ac- 


THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 
ABOUT... 


Socialization 


®™ Socialization refers to the process through which we learn the basic norms, values, beliefs, 
and behaviors of our society’s culture. As children we learn the language and symbols of 
our culture and what is expected of us in such social roles as child and sibling. Once we 
are socialized, culture becomes a part of who we are. It is embedded in how we think and 
view the world. 


culture 


m Weare not born with a sense of self; rather we develop it over time as a product of the 
culture in which we are socialized. In particular, we develop a sense of self through our 
experience of social interaction with others. 


@ In transmitting fundamental social norms and role expectations from one generation to 
another, socialization helps to reproduce social structure. 


m™ . Changes in social structure typically require new socialization messages to support new 
structures. 


®™ Power relations within a society are important factors in socialization and in the 
developing sense of self. 


m™ Power shapes our daily life and our sense of self. According to Foucault, our sense of self 
is produced through various regimes of power connected to particular social sites, such 
as schools and hospitals. Teachers tell us what is good; doctors tell us what is normal. We 
are socialized to internalize these definitions and create a self that originates outside our 
selves. 
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ba Looking Back 


1. People learn about their culture through the process of so- 
cialization. Various agents of socialization—family, school, 
media, peer groups, the workplace, and religion—play im- 
portant roles in socializing individuals. One unique group 
of socializing agents, total institutions, can have an almost 
all-encompassing influence over their members’ lives as they 
resocialize people, replacing old norms and behaviors with 
new ones. 


2. The life-course perspective views socialization as a lifelong 
process of learning and adaptation to the new social contexts 
we encounter over time as we age and relocate. Powerful 
youth experiences can shape attitudes and priorities that 
have long-term biographical consequences. 


3. Researchers have moved beyond the longstanding nature 
versus nurture debate to recognize that both biology and the 
social environment play important roles in shaping human 
behavior and that biology and the social environment inter- 
act in crucial ways. 


EC Critical Thinking: Question 


1. One aspect of our identity is gender. As a boy or a girl, 
how were you socialized into learning what was considered 
culturally appropriate behavior for your gender? Which 
agents of socialization taught you these cultural norms, and 
which was the most significant in shaping your sense of self? 
Explain. 

2. Who are you? How does your sense of self reflect the cul- 
tural and historical context in which you live? 


3. What event do you think has been the most significant part 
of your generation’s political socialization? Explain. 


4. 


Cooley’s looking glass self and Mead’s distinction between 
the “I” and the “me” provide two ways of understanding 
how our sense of self develops through social interaction and 
depends on our ability to reflect on our self as an object. 


‘The emerging field of neurosociology explores how our 
brains process information, help us “read” people, and man- 
age emotions. In turn, brains are changed by the nature of 
our social environment and social interactions. 


According to Foucault, the very terms and concepts we use 
to think about our selves do not originate with us but in- 
stead are produced and promoted through various regimes 
of power. 


In contemporary society our sense of self is increasingly 
fluid, or changeable, which is often reflected in our online 
identity. 


sand Activities 


What was the nature versus nurture debate, and why do 
most researchers now reject this framing of the issue? What 
common ground has replaced this debate? Do you agree 
with it? Explain. 

What sociological lessons are we learning from the case of 
the isolated Romanian orphans? 


Pa Key Terms 


agents of socialization (p. 137) people and groups who teach us 
about our culture. 

anticipatory socialization (p. 144) the process by which indi- 
viduals practice for a future social role by adopting the norms 
or behaviors associated with a position they have not yet 
achieved. 

biological determinism (p. 149) a theory that contends that 
biology, specifically our genetic makeup, almost completely 
shapes human behavior. 

generalized other (p._154) the values and orientations of one’s 
overall community rather than those of specific individuals. 

hidden curriculum (p. 139) implicit lessons conveyed in school 
about how children should behave. 

life-course perspective (p. 142) looks at how age, time, and 
place shape social identities and experiences over a lifetime. 

looking glass self (p. 153) the idea that our sense of self develops 
as a reflection of the way we think others see us. 

Mead’s “I” (p. 153) the part of the self that is spontaneous, 
impulsive, creative, and unpredictable. 

Mead’s “me” (p. 153) the sense of self that has been learned 
from interaction with others. 


nature versus nurture debate (p. 149) a disagreement about the 
relative importance of biology (“nature”) and the social envi- 
ronment (“nurture”) in influencing human behavior. 

occupational socialization (p. 141) the learning of the informal 
norms associated with a type of employment. 

peer group (p. 140) a group of people, usually of comparable 
age, who share similar interests and social status. 

resocialization (p. 142) the process by which individuals replace 
old norms and behaviors with new ones as they move from 
one role or life stage to another. 

rites of passage (p. 143) activities that mark and celebrate a 
change in a person’s social status. 

sense of self (p. 153) the collection of thoughts and feelings you 
have when considering yourself as an object. 

social determinism (p. 149) a theory that contends that culture 
and the social environment almost completely shape human 
behavior. 

socialization (p. 137) the process through which people learn 
their culture’s basic norms, values, beliefs, and behaviors. 

total institution (p. 142) confining social settings in which an 
authority regulates all aspects of a person’s life. 
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CHAPTER 7 


n 2006, Noor was a lonely nineteen-year-old Iraqi caught up in the aftermath of war. A young 


man from a middle-class family, Noor had hoped to go to college, but because Iraqi campuses were 
plagued by fighting between Iraq’s two major Muslim sects—the majority Shiites and the minority 
Sunnis—his parents would not let him go. To protect him, they even confined Noor to their home in 
central Baghdad. As the war waged on, Noor grew badly discouraged, telling an American reporter, 
“I can’t go outside, | can’t go to college. If I’m killed, it doesn’t even matter because I’m dead right 
now.” Similarly, Sara, a tenth grader, could no longer play basketball at her school, since all after- 
school sports programs were canceled. Noting that college was no longer in her plans, Sara told the 
American reporter: “There’s no dream for me.” 

In the midst of war, everyday life can be not only treacherous but also frustrating for civilians as 
well as soldiers. While American news reports focused on the violence and mounting death tolls, 
millions of Iraqis like Noor and Sara experienced the quiet desperation that rarely receives news 
coverage. Like all wars, the one in Iraq destroyed daily routines, shredding the fabric of culture. 
The war brought rampant unemployment, making survival difficult,.and disrupted schooling for 
millions of girls and boys. Basic goods and services, such as gasoline, electricity, water, and 
sewage treatment facilities, grew scarce. Widespread sectarian violence, the result of a fierce 


struggle for power, undermined basic trust in society, making even ordinary social interaction 
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tense and difficult. With the social fabric in tatters and familiar 
social structures collapsing, people improvised to carve out 
new ways of living, though these arrangements were fragile at 
best (Tavernise 2005, 2006). @ 


ountries in the midst of war or natural disaster usually 
have little semblance of normal life. But such cases only 
emphasize the point that a working society is a marvel. 
Think about how society typically operates. Each morn- 
ing, millions of people get up and go about their daily rou- 
tines. Throughout the day they travel, work, play, and carry 
on the affairs of daily life. How is all this possible? Sometimes, 
of course, it is not; daily routines break down, as Noor and 
Sara experienced in wartime Iraq. Society’s structure must be 
constantly maintained and reproduced: it doesn’t happen auto- 
matically or inevitably, and its continuation is not guaranteed. 

How is this amazing accomplishment achieved? You already 
know some of the essential elements involved in constructing 
everyday life. As we consider the dynamics of social interac- 
tion and the key characteristics of groups and formal organiza- 
tions, our core sociological concepts—culture, structure, and 
power—will help you understand better how we construct 
everyday life. 

We begin at the micro level by examining face-to-face in- 
teraction and our shared understanding of social reality (cul- 
ture) and then by looking more closely at how statuses and 
roles connect people to one another and to the patterns and 
routines that are the foundations of social structure. Next we 
look at networks, groups, and organizations, the specific social 
ties that form social institutions and the sites where relations 
of power occur. Finally, we look at the changes in social inter- 
action and organization brought on by the expansion of the 
Internet. 


Interaction 


Social life begins with face-to-face interaction. Guided by cul- 
tural norms and expectations, we negotiate these micro-level 
encounters with family members, friends, coworkers, and 
strangers that are the building blocks of social life. The theoret- 
ical tradition of symbolic interactionism, introduced in Chapter 
1, emphasizes how we make sense of the world by focusing 
on just these kinds of encounters. Two early-twentieth-century 
sociological thinkers, Charles Horton Cooley and George Her- 
bert Mead, argued that social interactions were crucial in the 
development of our sense of self. 

Through socialization, we become adept at taking the per- 
spectives of others and determining the intent and meaning of 
their actions, making this process so much a part of our social 
interaction that we often forget we are engaged in it. Because it 
is essential to successful social interaction and to the construc- 
tion of larger social groups, it is worth taking a closer look at 
how this process works. 


Interaction: Arriving at 
Common Understandings 


As humans, we spend our lives producing symbols. Humans 
have created languages, such as English or Spanish; we con- 
stantly make images, such as the pictures attached to e-mails 
we send to friends; and we use gestures, such as shaking our 
heads to mean “no.” To interact successfully with others, we 
need to agree with them about the meaning of these symbols. 
As we communicate, we rely on the language and knowledge 
that we share with others to get our meaning across (Blumer 


1969/1986). 
SHARED LANGUAGE Imagine that you are traveling 


in a foreign country where you do not speak the local language 
and the locals don’t speak yours. You are separated from your 
travel group and suddenly find yourself lost in an unfamiliar 
city. You stop strangers, try to explain that you are lost, and ask 
for directions. Your efforts are met with quizzical looks as peo- 
ple try to understand what you are asking, and their attempts 
to help bewilder you. Maybe for the first time, you realize how 
valuable language is. Without the common ground of shared 
meaning, social interaction becomes confusing, frustrating, 
inefficient, even frightening. 

Even among those who share a language, however, there are 
always words or expressions that not everyone will understand, 
depending on the historical period, the country, or the group 
or subculture using the word or phrase. If you asked an Ameri- 
can youngster to “hop the wag,” you would likely get a puzzled 
look, whereas many British teenagers would immediately rec- 
ognize this slang phrase as an invitation to skip school. Slang 
is acommon part of subcultures, and slang terms such as cool, 
groovy, or sweet often evolve rapidly, fall in and out of favor 
over a short time, and thus lose their ability—across time or 
even across groups in the same society—to make interactions 
meaningful. 

When we communicate with people we know, our conver- 
sation is often rooted in common references and shared under- 
standings, allowing us to rely on unspoken, taken-for-granted 
assumptions. In the United States, you might greet a friend 
by saying, “Hey, what’s up?” This extremely vague question is 
understood to mean something like, “Hello, what are you do- 
ing now?” Your friend might respond with another question, 
asking, “Going to Jimmy’s blowout tonight?” Although this 
question might baffle an outsider, you know that your mutual 
friend Jimmy is having a party. Because you understand the 
slang term blowout, you know how to respond. 


SHARED KNOWLEDGE Language is just one ex- 


ample of how shared understanding facilitates social inter- 
action. The smooth functioning of everyday life depends on 
what sociologists refer to as intersubjectivity, 2 common un- 
derstanding between people about knowledge, reality, or an ex- 
perience. Successful interaction requires each person to take 
the perspective of the other to achieve some common under- 
standing. In this way, social interaction constantly constructs 
our social world. 
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SENSITIVE SKIN? an 


op While trying to capture our attention, advertisements must 
also convey meaning. By drawing on a common understanding of 
social reality, ads can leave many things unstated. Understanding 
the routines of soccer—and how players typically protect sensi- 
tive body parts during a “free kick”—is what makes this advertise- 
ment work. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


For this advertisement to make sense, what does the reader 
i eae need to know that is not explained? Do you think this ad 
would be effective in all cultures? Why or why not? 


People within a society share knowledge not just of their 
common language but also of norms and customs, historical 
references, and other socially useful information that they have 
learned through socialization (Schutz 1962). In other words, 
they have a common perspective that enables them to under- 
stand how others see the world and allows society to function 
smoothly. Daily life is full of unspoken, taken-for-granted, 
and shared interpretations of reality. For example, you have no 
doubt learned cultural norms for how to conduct yourself in 
face-to-face interactions, including whether and when to make 
eye contact, how much personal space to allow, and if and how 
to greet a person. Do you use a formal greeting? A casual “Hi”? 
A handshake? A hug? A kiss? All these cultural norms are part 
of our routine social interactions. 

The smooth functioning of everyday life, therefore, is based 
partially on people’s shared understanding of the nature of re- 
ality. For example, when you ride public transportation in your 
home city, you share a common understanding with your fel- 
low passengers and the conductors or drivers about where and 
how to board, how to pay your fare, and how and where to get 
off. In a different city or in a foreign country, you would have 


to figure out all those things, because you would not share a 
common framework. 

Similarly, your enjoyment of any form of entertainment de- 
pends on a shared knowledge base. Television comedies like 
Family Guy or The Colbert Report assume their audiences will 
understand their writers’ irreverent references to celebrities 
and politicians, other television programs, and current events. 
When you “get”—and laugh at—a joke, your enjoyment is 
rooted in the unspoken assumptions that you share with oth- 
ers. Advertisers, too, often rely on shared- views of what is 
attractive and desirable. That’s why logos and slogans can com- 
municate so much about the meaning and identity of specific 
brands or products. 

When you meet and interact with strangers, shared elements 
of culture form a common ground that facilitates routine inter- 
actions. For example, imagine you are purchasing a computer 
cable at an office products store. As you interact with the check- 
out clerk, your facial expression, tone of voice, words, and body 
language all contribute to the brief interaction, during which 
you and the clerk share basic assumptions about how to pro- 
ceed (greet each other, exchange money). You don’t try to haggle 
about the price; the clerk doesn’t try to give you a hug. 

Suppose, however, that you 
know very little about com- 
puter hardware and are 
trying to find the cable 
you need to make your 
printer work. You ask a 
clerk about the difference 
between the various ca- 
bles for sale and—to your 
shock—she replies by tell- 
ing you about the differ- 
ences between ATA, USB, 
DVI, and an alphabet soup 
of cables. The clerk’s enthusi- 
asm is blinding her to your perspective—you just want her to 
pick out an inexpensive cable for you. Exasperated, you leave 
abruptly without buying anything. In this case, you and the 
clerk failed to achieve intersubjectivity: you never fully agreed 
on what was needed for this interaction to be successful. 

Some failed social interactions can have far more serious 
consequences than a frustrating trip to the computer store. For 
example, in 2006 the U.S. commander in charge of day-to-day 
military operations in Iraq, Lieutenant General Peter Chiarelli, 
found that some American troops had been their “own worst 
enemy” because they didn’t understand fundamental aspects 
of Iraqi culture (Rainey 2006). Chiarelli told the story of how 
U.S. soldiers arrested a Sunni Arab insurgent in his home. In 
keeping with the emphasis in Iraqi culture on maintaining a 
man’s honor, the suspect asked. to be handcuffed outside, out of 
view of his family. Instead, U.S. troops forced the man to the 
floor, handcuffed him, and jerked him out the door—in full 
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on social theory 


xf Symbolic interactionists focus 
on our day-to-day interactions 

as the building blocks of social 
structure. Describe a successful, or 
unsuccessful, interaction you have 
recently had with a sales person, 
school official, or other stranger. 
What contributed to its success, or 
what caused the problem? 


thinking abouteylture 


How would an understanding of Iraqi Culture help American soldiers in their interactions 
with these Iraqi citizens? What examples of cultural misunderstandings can you think of? 


view of his family and neighbors. General Chiarelli summed 
up the incident’s consequences in this way: “Every single per- 
son in the room, because of this whole concept of honor in this 
culture, has said, “To hell with the Americans’. In this case, an 
interaction based on fundamental cultural misunderstanding 
had potentially serious consequences. 

People who occupy different social positions often see the 
world from different perspectives. African Americans living in 
a city center likely see the world differently not only from their 
white urban neighbors but also very likely from African Ameri- 
cans who live in affluent suburbs. The same dynamics operate on 
a global scale, as well: people in France or China often have 
a different vantage point on world events than do residents of 
the United States. Each group draws upon different stocks of 
knowledge and experience to understand the social world. 


Defining Situations as 
“Real”: The Thomas Theorem 


By being socialized in a particular culture we learn to see our 
world from a particular perspective, and that viewpoint be- 
comes our reality. Sociologists maintain that “reality” is what 
we learn from our society; in other words, it is socially con- 
structed. Not only do we take our definitions of reality for 
granted so that we resist seeing society in all of its complexity, 
but these definitions can also have very real consequences in 
action. For example, Maps 7.1 and 7.2 (page 166) show two 
ways of seeing the world—ideas about geography that have af- 
fected the way we view the significance and size of various re- 
gions and nations. The traditional Mercator projection (Map 
7.1), developed in the 1500s, badly distorts the relative sizes of 
the continents. Also, the orientation of the map—with South 


CG Having a common culture fa- 
cilitates ordinary social interactions. 
In the text we describe a routine 
interaction with a computer store 
clerk. Now imagine purchasing food 
from this street vendor in Egypt. 
How might the two interactions 
differ? How might they be similar? 
What explains these similarities and 
differences? 


America and Africa on the bot- 
tom—is completely arbitrary. The 
Peters projection (Map 7.2), devel- 
oped by cartographer Arno Peters 
in the 1970s, represents the rela- 
tive sizes of the continents more 
accurately, though it distorts their 
shapes. Finally, although we typi- 
cally (and arbitrarily) represent 
the North Pole as the top and the 
South Pole as the bottom on maps 
and globes, the earth has no top or 
bottom, so the “inverted” presentation of the Peters projection 
is just as accurate as the “right side up” Mercator projection. 

The early-twentieth-century American sociologist W. I. 
Thomas (1863-1947) helped to develop our thinking about the 
need for people to interpret a social situation before they act. 
During this process, which Thomas (1923) called “the defini- 
tion of the situation,” we consider both our spontaneous inter- 
pretation of the circumstances at hand as well as what society 
has taught us about those circumstances. Our interpretation 
then influences how we act. Thomas stated his insight, now 
known as the Thomas theorem, this way: “/f men define situ- 
ations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas and 
Thomas 1928, 572). In other words, subjective interpretations 
of reality have objective effects. If we are to understand how 
and why human beings act the way they do, we need to pay 
attention to how they define reality and how that definition, in 
turn, influences their behavior. 

The Thomas theorem helps us to understand how interpre- 
tations of a situation shape social interaction on various lev- 
els. For example, on the micro level, if a stranger asks for a 
handout, your definition of the situation is likely to influence 
whether you give money (see Figure 7.1, page 166). Your inter- 
pretation may depend on the way you answer some questions: 
Is this person down on his or her luck? A victim of a weak 
economy? A veteran? A substance abuser? Someone who is too 
lazy to hold a job? Or someone with mental illness? The theo- 
rem applies to large institutions, as well. If the government of 
one nation sees a neighboring country as a military threat, that 
government may be more likely to invest substantially in weap- 
ons. The neighboring country may then misinterpret this in- 
vestment as a threat instead of a defensive strategy and increase 
its own investment in weapons, thereby triggering a danger- 
ous arms race. Whether or not these assessments of threat were 
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©} maps 7.1AND 7.2 | MAPPING REALITY 


The Mercator projection (Map 7.1, left) and the Peters projection (Map 7.2, right) are two-dimensional representations of the 
three-dimensional globe, though both maps contain distortions. For example, North America appears to be larger than Africa 
in Map 7.1. Also, the orientation of the map is completely arbitrary. The Peters projection represents the relative sizes of the 
continents more accurately. For example, it shows Africa (11.7 million square miles) as being larger than North America (9.4 mil- 
lion square miles), and the inverted presentation is actually as accurate as the Mercator projection. However, the Peters map 
distorts the shapes of the continents, making them appear stretched out. Source: radicalcartography.net 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


( => Which of these maps appears “right” to you? What role do you think culture played in your choice? 


accurate, the initial definition of reality can have consequences 
and shape interpretations of future events. 

The Thomas theorem can also help us understand stereo- 
types, which define individuals as typical examples of whole 
groups of people. Stereotypes are exaggerated, distorted, or 
untrue generalizations about categories of people that do not ac- 
knowledge individual variation. Stereotypes are often negative; 
we have all heard stories and jokes that belittle various ethnic 
groups. Indeed, stereotypes typically perpetuate unfair nega- 
tive images of people and have little relationship to who they 
are, as individuals or as a group. (Some of the possible inter- 
pretations noted earlier for the stranger asking for money— 
especially that the person is a substance abuser or too lazy to 
work—are common stereotypes about homeless people.) At the 


a FIGURE 7.1 | THOMAS THEOREM 


If a stranger on the street asks you for money, what do you do? Whether ac- 
curate or not, your subjective definition of this situation will likely determine 


whether you give this person any money. 
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same time, however, you may also be able to think of some 
“positive” stereotypes, such as the false belief that “All Kenyans 
are fast runners.” Such positive stereotypes also fail to take into 
account individual variation. Some of the world’s best runners 
are Kenyans, but the vast majority of Kenyans are no more 
skilled at running than are people from any other society, and 
top runners come from many parts of the world. 

Because they are shared definitions, all stereotypes create 
a sense of reality, and they can therefore have serious con- 
sequences. Television, for example, is full of stereotypes of 
working-class people, depicting them as unintelligent, lazy, 
and crude—think of Homer Simpson. Such stereotypes help 
to justify economic inequality by implying that highly edu- 
cated professionals are somehow better than working-class 
folks. The Sociology Matters box examines how using a 
sociological perspective can challenge stereotypes based 
on social class and promote social change. 

Social scientists often generalize about groups, of 
course, but their generalizations are usually carefully 
qualified and based on data. The statement “On average, 
U.S. citizens have among the highest annual incomes 
in the world” is not a stereotype, because it is quali- 
fied appropriately (that is, with the phrases “on average” 
and “among the highest annual incomes”), and it can 
be backed up with data about income levels in differ- 
ent countries. By contrast, the statement “All Americans 
are rich” is a stereotype, because it paints with an overly 
broad brush (“All Americans”) and ignores the wide 
variation in income that exists in the United States. It 
also employs an undefined term, “rich,” which people in- 
terpret in a variety of ways. 


SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Overcoming Class Stereotypes 


» Jenny was having lunch with a friend. When the waitress made 
an error with their order, Jenny’s friend commented, “Well, if 
she was smart, she wouldn’t be a waitress.” 


» Terry received an invitation to attend an annual conference of 
progressive political activists that cost $100 per day, a sig- 
nificant sum for many working people. The invitation noted, 
“Anybody who does not feel committed enough to pay is not 
committed enough to participate.” 


» Gilda was a community organizer. A colleague told Gilda that 
if she would mobilize working-class residents for a meeting 
ona local issue, he would then step in and negotiate on their 
behalf. Gilda noted, “He thought of working-class people as 
props and their voices as sound bites.” 


These real examples, from readers of a web site called 
Class Matters, illustrate some of the many ways that poor and 
working-class people can be stereotyped as unintelligent, uncom- 
mitted, or unable to stand up for themselves. The pervasiveness 
of such stereotypes—sometimes even among middle-class ac- 
tivists who are advocating on behalf of poor and working-class 
people—makes it difficult for people from different classes to 
work together to accomplish common goals. Sociological insights 
can be useful in helping people understand and overcome such 
stereotypes. 

“I think the sociological imagination is really essential to 
making social change happen,” says Betsy Leondar-Wright, a 
sociologist who grew up in a comfortable upper-middle-class 
family. Leondar-Wright (2005) has spent years working for a 
variety of organizations that address issues involving poverty and 
economic equality. She worked as an organizer in low-income 
communities and as a coalition builder, working across class, 
race, and ethnic lines. Her work often involved bringing together 
people from different backgrounds to address pressing needs 
such as affordable housing or neighborhood safety. In doing so, 
she discovered that people had to get past their stereotypes to 
collaborate successfully. 

For example, community organizations based in low-income 
neighborhoods were frequently staffed by middle-class activists. 
Too often, activists did not think local residents were capable of 


leading their own campaigns for neighborhood improvement. 
“It’s easy to fall into stereotypes about people with a particular 
amount of money or a type of occupation or neighborhood,” she 
writes: “easy and dangerous.” Such stereotypes blind people to 
the more complex realities that exist within any group and choke 
off potentially creative ideas from local residents. 

Leondar-Wright argues that what keeps people from being ac- 
tive in their communities is not a stereotypical lack of intelligence 
or commitment, but rather a lack of hope. She notes that “most 
people can’t imagine institutional arrangements” that differ from 
the ones they know. “[A]t one point my job was to knock on 
doors of low-income tenants to tell them that their housing was 
in danger of becoming unaffordable after a certain date [because 
of changes in ownership]. | saw firsthand how most people in 
their fear jumped immediately to individual solutions: ‘My sis- 
ter is in Tennessee. Maybe she could take us in for a while if we 
moved there.’ The most valuable thing | brought to them was the 
information that other tenants in other towns had organized and 
bought their properties and turned them into permanently af- 
fordable housing. Three tenant groups | organized now own and 
run their apartment complexes. My main contribution to their 
victories was a sense of informed hope. If we want more people 
to get active, we need to recognize the critical shortage of hope.” 

Successful community-based organizing efforts like the one in 
which Leondar-Wright has been involved directly contradict the 
stereotypes that poor and working-class people cannot make a 
difference in their communities. In turn, Leondar-Wright believes 
that the insights of sociology can themselves be a valuable re- 
source in making a difference. 


Opening examples copyright © 2011 Betsy Leondar-Wright. www.classmatters 
.org. Affiliated with Class Action, www.classism.org. 


think about it 


1. Do you ever see stereotypes of poor or working-class people on 
television or in the movies? Explain. 


2. Have you ever been involved in a group or an organization that 
included people from different class backgrounds? How do you 
think class stereotypes influenced the group’s dynamics? 


FALTER CEASE Le a DS RR Ia SOR ea ee 


Three Steps to Constructing 
Social Reality 


In their classic work, The Social Construction of Reality, Peter 
Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966) summarize the process 
by which people construct reality. As they put it, “Society is a 
human product. Society is an objective reality. Man is a social 
product” (p. 61). They label the steps of constructing social re- 
ality as externalization, objectivation, and internalization: 


1. Externalization. People create society through an ongo- 
ing process of physical and mental activity. This complex 
process helps to ensure a stable environment within which 
we can live. For example, you become friends with another 
person, spending time together and interacting in ways 
that create a special relationship. 


2. Objectivation. Through this process, social arrangements 
come to seem objectively real; society appears separate from 
human creation and instead seems “natural,” inevitable, 


UOl}Ie1ajzU] [e1ID0S pue aunqjnD 


167 


Interaction, Groups, and Organizations 


and out of people’s control. To continue the example of 
friendship, your newly formed relationship becomes part of 
your reality. You call each other “friend” and others recog- 
nize your relationship as real. 


3. Internalization. This is the complex process through which 
we learn our society’s culture and establish our view of 
the world. Through this process humans come to be influ- 
enced by their own creations; they are social products. For 
example, your friendship influences you: you comply with 
specific expectations associated with this relationship (such 
as helping your friend move into a new apartment). 


The same three-step process occurs with larger social 
structures as with micro-level social interactions. People 
create various structures and social institutions such as 
families, schools, and governments. They then treat those 
socially constructed entities as objectively real. Finally, 
people are influenced by the society they create. 
With large social structures, which often take de- 
cades to develop and solidify, the influence is of- 
ten felt by later generations. We didn’t create our 
form of government, but it certainly influences 
our lives. However, the government—like all so- 
cial institutions—is continually maintained and 
reproduced through the actions of participants. 
Political candidates run for office; citizens vote for 
their preferred candidates (or choose not to vote); 
and the winning candidate goes to Washington 
(or the state capital or city hall) to represent his or 
her constituents. Social order emerges from hu- 
man action, and it continues to exist only when 
humans reproduce it through their participation. 

Because people are continually constructing soci- 
ety and are, in turn, affected by it, the social world 
in which we live is always in flux. Anything that hu- 
mans create they can also change. Thus our definition and un- 
derstanding of work, families, schooling, and other aspects of 
society is open to change and evolution. 


Social Statuses and Roles 


As we have seen, successful social interaction requires some 
shared understanding through which to create our social real- 
ity. But interaction is also shaped by statuses and roles, which 
provide some of the glue that connects individuals to one 
another and to the behavioral patterns that constitute social 
structure. We touched on these ideas in Chapter 4 and exam- 
ine them in more detail here. 


STATUSES A status, as we saw in Chapter 4, is a position 
in a social system that can be occupied by an individual. (In a dif- 
ferent context, the word status is used to indicate honor or pres- 
tige.) A status set is the collection of statuses that an individual 
holds. For example, you might be a student, an employee, a 


parent, a neighbor, a brother or sister, an immigrant, a band 
member, and a Christian. Each of these positions is a status, 
and collectively they are your status set. A status category re- 
fers to a status that people can hold in common, such as nurse, 
father, or New Englander. 

Some statuses apply automatically. Ascribed statuses are 
those that are assigned to us from birth or that we assume later 
in life regardless of our wishes or abilities. Your nationality, your 
sex, your race or ethnicity, and your status as someone’s cousin 
are among the ascribed statuses you might have had at birth. 
Other ascribed statuses may be assigned later in life, such as 
teenager, mentally ill person, or widow. In most cases, 
we cannot change an ascribed status, since it is deter- 

mined by others. 

Achieved statuses, in contrast, are those that we 

voluntarily attain, to a considerable degree, as the result 
of our own efforts. A person might be the mayor of 
a city, a doctor, a professional athlete, a crimi- 
nal, or a spouse—all examples of achieved 
statuses. You must work, in some way, to 
acquire an achieved status. 
The line between these two types of 
status is not always clear-cut. Your family 
may have influenced some of your achieved 
statuses, such as your choice of religious affili- 
ation or your decision about whether to attend 
college. You inherited your class status from 
your parents as an ascribed status, but that status 
may change in your adult life. You are assigned 
a nationality at birth, but you might achieve an- 
other nationality by becoming a citizen of a sec- 
ond country. 

Some statuses can be achieved only by working 
through formal structures and meeting certain cri- 

teria, whereas other statuses are fairly easy to achieve 
and are open to most people. Lawyers achieve their status 
through an arduous process that involves completing college, 
attending and completing law school, and passing a rigorous 
bar exam. In contrast, basketball fans can achieve that particu- 
lar status by regularly watching games on television. 

In addition, not all statuses are equally important. In U.S. 
society, the status of cousin, say, has much less significance 
for most people than the status of college graduate. For many 
Americans, a cousin is often a relatively distant relative with 
whom to exchange holiday cards, whereas being a college grad- 
uate can be a requirement for a desirable job. In some cultures, 
though, kinship—even within an extended family—may be an 
essential status. Extended family ties are typically very strong 
in Native American communities, for example. In these fami- 
lies, relatives such as cousins often interact on a regular basis 
and have a sense of mutual obligation to provide economic and 
social support (Cheshire 2006). 

Because statuses are social positions, they exist within hi- 
erarchies; as a result, some statuses provide more or less so- 


thinking aboutgtructure 


Humans create, sustain, and change social Structure. How do your everyday action and 
interaction help to maintain or change the structure of your community? Of your college? 
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cial prestige than others. A status hierarchy is a ranking of 
social positions according to their perceived prestige or honor. You 
can probably recognize the status hierarchy within your col- 
lege: the president and senior administrators hold the positions 
with the highest prestige, whereas custodial, food service, and 
clerical workers—all essential for the smooth operation of the 
school—occupy less prestigious positions. Status is linked to 
social inequality, because different positions often receive dif- 
ferent levels of prestige, power, and, in this case, income. At 
many college campuses, custodial workers begin their work- 
day before sunrise, receive low pay, and are invisible to many 
students and faculty. In contrast, college presidents are highly 
paid and likely to have a formidable presence on campus, with 
the power to make decisions about college operations. 

Many people, regardless of their place in a status hierarchy, 
have one status that overrides all others. A master status is a 
social position that is overwhelmingly significant, powerfully influ- 
ences a person’s social experience, and typically overshadows all the 
other social positions that person may occupy. Sociologists coined 
this term to describe the significance of race in the United 
States in the first half of the twentieth century (Hughes 1945). 
In the segregated South at that time, race was a master status: 
it overpowered the importance of other statuses such as educa- 
tion level, religious affiliation, class, gender, and occupation. 
For example, in the pre—civil rights era, and to a lesser degree 
today, highly educated African American men were identified 
primarily by their race, despite their status as skilled profes- 
sionals or community leaders. For white shopkeepers, police 
officers, and other people in largely segregated cities, a person’s 
status as a black man was so prominent that it made his other 
statuses nearly invisible. Even today, as we explore in Chapters 
10 and 11, race and gender are among the most visible and 
most important statuses in U.S. society. 


ROLES Whereas statuses are positions in a social system, 
roles are the sets of expected behaviors 
that are associated with particular sta- 
tuses. As a student, you are expected 
to go to class, turn in assignments on 
time, and take part in college activi- 
ties; at the same time, you have the 
right to choose your own major and 
courses and to fair treatment from 
professors, among others. Those gen- 
eral expectations regarding behavior, 
duties, and rights that are associated 
with that role were defined by our 


>] Talcott Parsons revealed the widely rec- 
ognized expectations associated with the 
“sick role.” Like the sick role, other informal 
roles also involve sets of unstated expecta- 
tions. Consider, for example, what we might 
call the “winner role.” What expectations 
exist for this role? 


culture before you became a student. You can be somewhat 
creative in how you carry out a role, but the general rules are 
well established. 

Similarly, the general expectations associated with the 
parent role in our society are fairly clear. Parents raise their 
children, are responsible for providing for their basic physical 
needs, and are expected to give social and emotional support— 
at least until children leave home as adults. Some parents are 
unable to fulfill the parent role and are negligent, risking a loss 
of custody. But there is no single way to fulfill this role effec- 
tively, and parents accomplish it in a variety of ways. Some are 
strict, whereas others emphasize open discussion rather than 
discipline. Still others try to be friends with their children (and 
their children’s friends) and are a constant presence in their 
lives. And some parents are so “hands-off” that their children 
rarely see them. 

The roles associated with many statuses are even less for- 
mal than that of student or parent. Yet the sets of expecta- 
tions that come with the role of friend or good neighbor, 
for example, are still widely 
recognized. Other roles, 
such as the one taken on 
by a person who is ill, are 
generally understood, as 
well. In a classic essay, 
Talcott Parsons (1951) ar- 
gued that physical illness 
(the “sick role”) has a so- 
cial side that involves four 
particular expectations. 
First, being sick exempts 
an individual from other role 
expectations, especially if a doctor has certified the illness. 
Second, people with an illness are often not held responsible 
for taking care of themselves; a spouse, parent, or health 
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on social theory 


Talcott Parsons was the leading 
proponent of the functionalist 
perspective, which stresses how 
the various elements of society 
work together. How might playing 
the sick role, in the way Parsons 
described, help to reinforce 
social stability? 
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Roles 
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a FIGURE 7.2 | ROLE CONFLICT AND ROLE STRAIN 
Because individuals hold many statuses and related roles simul- 
taneously, they often have trouble meeting social expectations 
successfully. Role conflict occurs when two different roles have 
incompatible expectations. Role strain occurs when a single role has 
competing expectations. Have you experienced either role conflict 
or role strain? 


care professional is likely to provide the necessary attention. 
Third, because illness is socially undesirable, we expect that 
sick people will want to get better. Fourth, sick people are 
also expected to make an effort to recover, especially by seek- 
ing competent professional help. Sick people who fail to ful- 
fill their role thwart the expectations of others around them. 
If, for example, you refused to see a doctor after breaking 
your arm, your parents and friends would probably become 
increasingly frustrated with you and might even attempt to 
force you to seek medical help. 

We are all constantly juggling the many roles associated 
with the various statuses we occupy. Role conflict occurs when 
the expectations associated with different roles clash. For example, 
your boss asks you to work extra hours at the café during a par- 
ticularly busy period, but at the same time, you need to finish 
a major project for one of your courses. Because there are only 
so many hours in the day, you must make a choice, and one 
of your roles—student or worker—is likely to suffer. Parents 
who must juggle the care of children with the demands of their 
work are especially prone to such role conflicts. Role strain, 
in contrast, occurs when the expectations associated with a single 
role compete with each other. Teachers experience role strain 
from the dual responsibility they have both to help and sup- 
port their students and to evaluate the same students, some- 
times with a failing grade (see Figure 7.2). 

Roles are crucial in the construction of our everyday lives 
because they link us to other people. Roles link parents and 
children, teachers and students, employers and workers, 
friends, and a host of other statuses. These interconnecting 


roles form a network of social relationships that are 
the basis of social structure. 


Dramaturgy: Playing 
at Social Life 


If the idea of people playing roles reminds you of 
actors performing in a film or play, you are not the 
first to see this analogy. As William Shakespeare 
wrote over 400 years ago in his play As You Like It, 
“All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women 
merely players.” Today many of us are familiar with 
role-playing games, such as Dungeons & Dragons, 
in which each player takes on the key features of a 
character. Sociologists use this idea as well. Drama- 
turgy, an approach to the study of social interaction 
that uses the metaphor of social life as a theater, is most 
closely associated with Canadian-born sociologist 
Erving Goffman. In his well-known work The Pre- 
sentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman (1959) 
drew on some of the elements that make up a theatrical perfor- 
mance to illuminate the nature of social interaction. 


Role 
conflict 


Role 
strain 


ROLE EXPECTATIONS In a play, the playwright 


largely determines the actor’s role. In real life, cultural expecta- 
tions establish the content of a social role. For example, imag- 
ine a lawyer walking into a courtroom dressed in basketball 
shorts and a t-shirt and greeting the judge by saying, “Hey, 
buddy.” He pulls his papers out of a knapsack and, as the case 
proceeds, giggles out loud at the opposing attorney’s questions 
and the witnesses’ testimony. Such behavior would be absurd, 
of course, precisely because it violates our expectations about 
a lawyer’s proper “costume” (formal business attire), “props” 
(briefcase), language (a respectful “your honor”), and emo- 
tion (serious). We often take for granted such expectations, but 
their significance becomes obvious when they are violated. 
Appropriate costumes, props, language, and emotions are 
among the resources actors use to achieve a convincing perfor- 
mance. But an actor must still interpret a role, and there is con- 
siderable room for creativity. The same is true with social roles. 
The expectations associated 
with any role are socially 
defined, but individuals 
who occupy a particular 
status must actively “play” 
the role. A lawyer might 
be folksy and warm in his 
summation to the jury, for 
example, or he might be 
outraged and impassioned. 
Either behavior could be 
appropriate to the role. 


Ore Creel 


on social theory 


Dramaturgy is an approach that 
uses the idea of social life as a kind 
of theater. Consider a particular role 
that you play in that theater. How 
comfortable are you in that role? Do 
you ever feel the need to separate 
yourself from the role? Why? 


IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT Role playing oc- 


curs in the presence of an audience. Actors try to convince the 
audience that they are “real,” that their interpretation of a char- 


THROUGH A SOCIOLOGICAL tens: 


Focusing on Emotions and the Employee Role 


hank you for choosing our 
airline!” “Can | help you find 
something?” “Would you 
like to hear our specials for 
today?” “How may | direct your call?” 
“| hope your stay with us was a pleas- 
ant one!” Health care workers, sales- 
people, flight attendants, wait staff, 
customer service representatives, and 
workers in many other fields are often 
required to project an emotion to their 
customers or clients. Usually these 
jobs require workers to be exception- 
ally nice; that is, friendly and helpful. 
They are expected to greet people with 
a big smile and cheerful small talk, so 
that the customer or client will feel 
welcome and relaxed. Bill collectors, on 
the other hand, need to make people 
who are delinquent in paying their bills 
feel uncomfortable; therefore, they are 
often nastier than natural. Either way, 
these employees need to express a 
particular emotion in order to play their 
role successfully. 

Sociologist Arlie Hochschild (1983) 
developed the idea that certain interac- 
tions require us to project an emotion 


oa 
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Attendant curses & rants, then escapes down chute... 
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COP’S BULLET KILLED BRONX MAN *c;* 


Jet Blue flight attendant Steven Slater, tired of 


smiling and acting friendly to rude passengers, 


quit his job with a dramatic flourish in 2010 by 
leaving the plane he was working on through 
the emergency exit and slide after the plane 
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to experience burnout after a few years. 
Employees who maintain some distance 
from their employee role may become ex- 
hausted by the constant need to express 
cheerfulness or enthusiasm, even in the 
face of rudeness or hostility from custom- 
ers. Employees who succeed in acting the 
part may feel like they are frauds for not 
genuinely experiencing the emotions they 
are expected to feel. 

Demands to display specific emotions 
are most common in service jobs, espe- 
cially in settings that involve frequent con- 
tact with customers. Retail sales clerks, 
waiters, flight attendants, and childcare 
workers are all required to show defer- 
ence to customers. These kinds of jobs are 
often considered to be “women’s work” 
(even though a sizable number of men 
hold them) and are devalued as a result. 
The labeling of emotion work as women’s 
work raises important questions about the 
connection between workers’ character- 
istics—their gender—and what customers 
expect from service providers. 

Hochschild’s influential work called 
attention to the role of emotion in the 
workplace and elsewhere. She identified 


we may not feel—to be nicer or nastier 
than natural. Viewing these interactions 
through a sociological lens, she called 
the effort involved emotion work, which, 
in a classic article (Hochschild 1979), she defined as “the act of 
trying to change in degree or quality an emotion or feeling” (p. 
561). We often engage in emotion work, according to Hochschild, 
because of emotion rules, the “social guidelines that direct how 
we want to try to feel” (p. 563). When people tell you that you 
“shouldn't feel guilty,” or that you “have the right” to feel angry, 
they are alerting you to these commonly accepted rules. When 
emotion rules are applied to a workplace, they amount to what 
Hochschild has called the “commercialization of human feeling.” 
As Hochschild’s (1983) research shows, however, emotion 
work can be stressful in a variety of ways. Employees who iden- 
tify strongly with their jobs, such as social workers, teachers, or 
nurses, may pour their emotional energy into their work only 


process. 
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acter is authentic. As social actors, we too engage in impres- 
sion management: we try to control the image others have of us 
through our performance. Sometimes people fully embrace a 
role and see its performance as an integral part of themselves. 


had landed—becoming a media sensation in the 


the complex and sometimes negative 
dynamics involved in emotional labor and 
spawned two decades of research on the 
subject (see Wharton 2009). This research 
now extends well beyond sociology to fields such as manage- 
ment (Anderson, Provis, and Chappel 2003), criminal justice 
(Tewksbury and Higgins 2006), and applied psychology (Rupp 
and Spencer 2006). 


think about it 


1. Do any of the jobs that you have held involve emotional labor? 
What was expected of you? Were you comfortable with these 
expectations? 

2. Did your emotional labor involve any stress? How did you 
manage that stress? 
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An aspiring concert pianist might enthusiastically immerse 
herself in her role, wearing a certain type of clothing and hair 
style and using body language that communicates to her au- 
dience that she is already a professional musician. In other 
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situations, though, people attempt to maintain 
“role distance” by separating themselves from a 
role as they carry it out. These people want their 
audience to see the difference between the role 
they are playing and their “real” selves. A man- 
ager who is self-conscious about enforcing disci- 
pline, for example, may say, “Look, I hate to do 
this ‘boss’ stuff but... .” 


THE FRONT STAGE AND THE 
BACK STAGE Allactors are familiar with 
the distinction between the front stage, which 
the audience can see, and the back stage, which 
is hidden from view. Actors perform their roles 
on the front stage, but on the back stage they be- 
come themselves again. Social actors also behave 
differently depending on where they are. The 
waiter smiling pleasantly at customers may com- 
plain bitterly about poor tips among coworkers 
in the kitchen. The student feigning interest 
when discussing a course with a professor may 
later grumble to friends about how boring the 
class is. 


Social Networks 


Social networks are the collections of social ties 
that connect people to each other. For many people today, the 
term conjures up images of Facebook, Twitter, and other Inter- 
net sites devoted to connecting people to each other. However, 
people have always formed social networks, and sociologists 
have been studying them since long before the rise of the In- 
ternet. Strong social ties and networks have traditionally been 
based on face-to-face interaction, but the Internet offers some 
distinct advantages for forming and maintaining them. 
Online social networking sites rely on new technologies 
to connect people, opening new opportunities for staying in 
touch and making it possible to interact with a sizable number 
of other users. For many, they provide an opportunity to find 
people with whom they share an interest—in graphic novels, 
independent films, beach volleyball, or sociology—but whom 
they are not likely to meet in person. Social networking and 
other online resources permit people to maintain connections 
regardless of geographic distance. E-mail helps people main- 
tain contact because it is asynchronous—that is, it doesn’t 
require them to be online at the same time to communicate 
(Licoppe and Smoreda 2005). E-mail and other technologies 
also help groups stay in touch, permitting people to broadcast 
messages to several members of their family, for example, or to 
an entire network of friends at the same time. 


THE NATURE OF NETWORKS Who would be 
willing to lend you a little money in an emergency? Whom 
would you ask to be a personal reference on a job application? 
Whom would you invite to your graduation party? These peo- 
ple are part of your social network. Social connections, such 
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a> FIGURE 7.3 | VISUALIZING SOCIAL NETWORKS 

“Small world” social networks that consist of a small number of 
people (for example, a family, a workplace, a terrorist network, a 
board of directors) can be mapped out in a simple diagram like this 
one, which shows the social network connecting the 9/11 hijackers, 
who are represented by the color-coded nodes indicating the flight 
they were on. The dark gray nodes are other people who had direct, 
or indirect, contact with the hijackers, and the gray lines show re- 
ported connections. Source: Krebs (2008). 


as your friends, can influence who you are and might help you 
in various situations. Other connections can serve as a link 
between you and contacts and opportunities in other parts 
of society. Understanding the patterns of association in social 
networks helps us understand how people are integrated into 
society. 

The study of social networks tells us a great deal about pat- 
terns of social interaction (Scott 2000; Wasserman, Faust, and 
Iacobucci 1994). Sociologists analyze networks for a number of 
purposes: to study the social dynamics of a neighborhood, to 
better understand communication in a workplace, to analyze 
how HIV/AIDS is spread, or to, better understand online social 
connections. (The social network diagram in Figure 7.3 illus- 
trates the connections among the 9/11 hijackers.) Software pro- 
grams can help researchers conduct complex network analyses 
by mapping the linkages among the members of a network. In 
fact, because of advances in software, computing capacity, and 


large-scale electronic datasets, sociologists 
can perform extremely complex network 
analyses (Watts 2004). 

Networks come in many different 
sizes, and they vary by the strength of 
their links, by the characteristics of the 
people involved, by the physical distance 
between their members, and by the kind 
of interaction within them, among other 
characteristics. Network diagrams such as 
the one shown in Figure 7.3 illustrate the 
connections among members and their 
pattern of interaction. As such, they help 
to reveal the hidden ties (indirect connec- 
tions) that link people to each other and 
that illuminate some of the structure of 
social life. 

Social network analysis reveals that our 
networks are more likely to include people 
who are like us. According to the principle 
of homophily, social contact occurs at a 
higher rate between people who are similar 
than it does between people who are different (McPherson et al. 
2001). Race, age, religion, and class (including education and 
occupation) are important characteristics that connect or sepa- 
rate people. As a result, most social networks are much more 
homogeneous than the population as a whole. Homophily in- 
fluences what we know about our society, since we are apt to 
share and reinforce our worldview with others who are like us 
(Smith-Lovin and McPherson 1993). 

For example, friendship networks in the United States 
are typically characterized by racial homophily (Mouw and 
Entwisle 2006; Quillian and Campbell 2003). However, stu- 
dents on college campuses may cultivate more robust multi- 
racial and multiethnic friendship networks. Given the degree 
to which schools and neighborhoods are segregated by race in 
the United States, college may be the first opportunity many 
students have for regular interaction with people of vari- 
ous races. White, non-Hispanic college students who have a 
black, a Latino, or an Asian roommate are more comfortable 
interacting in racially diverse settings and are more likely to 
have interracial friendships than are white students who have 
white roommates. And although white, non-Hispanic college 
students have far fewer interracial friendships than do black, 
Latino, or Asian students during their high school years, their 
proportion of friends of different races increases during the 
first year of college (Boisjoly et al. 2006; Stearns, Buchmann, 
and Bonneau 2009). 


THE STRENGTH OF NETWORK TIES Some of 


our networks are made up of close friends or family or oth- 
ers with whom we have strong ties and intimate relationships. 
Typically, we want to spend time with these people, and the 
feeling is usually mutual. The stronger our ties are with peo- 
ple, the more likely they are to provide a broad range of sup- 
port. Most of our social support comes from a relatively small 


os Many students inhabit a more racially diverse friendship net- 
work during their college years than they experienced in high school, 
and this tendency can have a significant influence on the diversity of 
their subsequent networks as adults. 


number of such strong ties (Wellman and Wortley 1990). 
These close ties can be critical during times of crisis (Hurl- 
bert, Haines, and Beggs 2000). For example, as Hurricane 
Katrina approached New Orleans in August 2005, residents 
with strong social networks outside of New Orleans were the 
first to leave the city, relying on family and close friends for 
food, shelter, and other assistance. In contrast, people without 
strong ties to such networks had a more difficult time leaving 
the city and were typically among the last to evacuate. In the 
absence of social networks to help with basic necessities such 
as clothing, food, housing, and transportation, these residents 
were far more dependent on federal, state, and local govern- 
ment for assistance than were those with strong ties outside 
the city (Fussell 2006). 

Other networks consist of people who have relatively weak 
ties with one another: coworkers, neighbors, and casual ac- 
quaintances. Though they are made up of weak ties, these 
networks can be helpful, too. In a classic phrase, Granovetter 
(1973, 1974) argued for “the strength of weak ties.” In his re- 
view of existing research and in his own study of men in man- 
agement and the professions, he found that many men were 
able to obtain better jobs by using their “weak ties” to connect 
to new opportunities. Members of these networks can often 
tap into larger social circles than might otherwise be available 
to them, gaining access to a wider range of social contacts, in- 
formation, and other resources. Alumni who help college stu- 
dents from their alma mater obtain internships or jobs upon 
graduation are a good example of this type of interpersonal 
network in action. Such contacts are often stratified by class; 
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In the Internet era, social networks are changing. Until 
recently, our primary social networks were rooted in a specific 
place and were based largely on face-to-face interaction. 
However, online social interaction means that geographic 
distance is becoming far less significant; people who regularly 
interact online are building strong friendship networks with 
people who may live across the country or on the other side of 
the globe, and whom they may never meet face-to-face. 
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students from more prestigious schools enjoy the privilege of 
alumni contacts who wield considerably more power and in- 
fluence than do alumni from less prestigious colleges. On the 
other hand, those with less power in society—including many 
women, members of racial and ethnic minority groups, and 
people from impoverished backgrounds—are at a disadvan- 
tage because they are largely excluded from powerful social 
networks. 


Structure: Groups 
and Organizations 


As we have seen, our social ties are formed through our com- 
mon culture, our shared interpretation of reality, the statuses 
and the roles that we assume as we interact with one another, 
and the social networks in which we participate. Social life in- 
volves more than interactions between individuals, however. 
Throughout society, people interact in patterns that form the 
basis of small groups, such as families and friendship networks, 
and larger organizations, such as workplaces and schools. As 
groups and, especially, organizations are created, social struc- 
ture becomes more formal, but these structures still involve in- 
teractions between individuals. 

Groups and organizations are defined by the patterns of 
participation among their members, and individual member- 
ship in groups is maintained through ongoing participation. 
The relative strength of your connection to your friendship 
group, whether you interact in person or online, results from 
the frequency and intensity of your contact with them. If you 
rarely communicate with your friends, your bond to the group 
will become weaker. If too many members lose contact, the 
group itself ceases to exist. 

Similarly, for a formal organization to exist, its members 
must maintain a certain level of interaction, which varies de- 
pending on the type and size of the organization. Because 
schools and workplaces typically require attendance, members 
of these organizations are more or less forced to interact. Be- 
cause we spend so many hours of each day in school, at work, 
or otherwise involved in organized activities, groups and orga- 
nizations often provide the context for social interaction, and 
the way they are structured can dramatically affect how that 
interaction plays out. 


Primary and Secondary 
Social Groups 


Social groups are collections of people who interact regularly 
with one another and who are aware of their status as a group. A 
crowd that happens to be in the same place at the same time, 
such as passengers waiting to board an airplane, is not a group 
in the sociological sense since the people are gathered for a one- 
time event and they do not think of themselves as part of some 
collective entity. Similarly a category of people—such as apart- 
ment dwellers or people with blue eyes—also are not social 
groups in the sociological sense. Groups can be informal and 
can be created, changed, or dissolved with relatively little fan- 
fare. Nevertheless, unlike a crowd or category of people, mem- 
bers of a group often share common interests, values, norms, 
and expectations. 


Sociologists often classify groups according to the na- 
ture and intensity of their interaction. Primary groups are 
made up of people who have regular contact, enduring relation- 
ships, and a significant emotional attachment to each other. A 
family is one example of a primary group; a collection of 
close friends who regularly hang out together is another. In 
both cases group members interact regularly, often spending 
a great deal of time together, and their connection to the 
primary group endures over time. Primary group members 
share a sense of both caring and obligation, even if the re- 
lationships among them are not equal (for example, parent 
and child). Primary groups are especially influential agents 
of socialization and can have a major impact on a person’s 
life, shaping values and priorities. They often provide impor- 
tant social support. 

Secondary groups are made up of people who interact in 
a relatively impersonal way, usually to carry out some specific 
task. Coworkers at your job or members of a neighborhood 
watch group are examples of secondary groups. Typically, 
these groups represent shorter-term or temporary associa- 
tions, without a significant emotional bond between mem- 
bers. Over time, you will probably join and leave many differ- 
ent secondary groups, and the group will usually emphasize 
a common task or goal—fighting neighborhood crime, for 
example—over connections among group members. As a 
result, secondary groups are not nearly as influential in our 
lives as primary groups. 

It is not always easy to distinguish between primary and 
secondary groups. Is a high school soccer team, whose mem- 
bers train together year-round and see one another more often 
than their families during the soccer season, a primary group? 
Sometimes a primary group can form within a larger second- 
ary group, as when a small group of coworkers develops close 
relationships. The best way to distinguish between primary 
and secondary groups is to think about the basis and depth of 
members’ attachment to the group, the sense of mutual obli- 
gation, and the amount of influence the group has on mem- 
bers’ lives. 
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Two people (dyad) Three people (triad) 
= one relationship = three relationships 


a FIGURE 7.4 | GROUP SIZE AND SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 


Four people 


= six relationships 


Reference Groups 


We saw in Chapter 6 that we derive our sense of self in part 
from taking into account how others likely see and judge 
us—the “looking glass self.” Reference groups are the groups 
against which we choose to measure ourselves. A reference group 
can be a family, a circle of friends, an occupational group, or a 
community of worship—just about any primary or secondary 
group. 

Reference groups matter because they can influence the 
choices we make. ‘They are the social groups we take into ac- 
count as we plan and assess our actions. For example, as 
you were deciding whether to attend college, you may have 
considered the following questions: “What will my friends 
think? Will my family be disappointed if I don’t go to college? 
Will future employers look at my application more positively 
if I have a degree?” If the answers were contradictory, you 
needed to decide which reference group was most important 
to you. 

Reference groups can influence our choices even if we do 
not yet belong to them. Graduate and professional schools, for 
example, socialize students about the expectations of their cho- 
sen profession. Students who have doctors or businesspeople 
as their reference group will often adopt new habits, ways of 
thinking, language, behavior, and dress to conform to that 
group’s likely expectations. 


Group Size and Social 
Relationships: Dyads, Triads, 
and Beyond 


According to sociologist Georg Simmel (1964), the size of a 
group has important effects on internal group dynamics. Con- 
sider the characteristics of a dyad, a group consisting of just 
two people (Figure 7.4). Because a dyad can continue to exist 
only if both participants are committed to it, it is very unsta- 
ble. Dyads are also the most intense type of social relationships 
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Six people 
= fifteen relationships 


Five people 
= ten relationships 


The size of a group affects the social relationships within it. In small groups, members are likely to interact directly with one 
another and to see themselves as integral members of the group. As groups become larger, there are many more potential 
relationships, and the connections between group members tend to be less intense. Think of both a small and a large group to 


which you belong. Do they fit this general pattern? 
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because interaction in a dyad 
is always between two people. 
Committed sexual relationships 
and marriages are classic exam- 
ples of dyads, but best friends or 
business partners can also exhibit 
these characteristics. 

Group dynamics fundamen- 
tally change when a third person 
is added, creating a triad. In a 
triad, members’ attention is di- 
vided, since the number of pos- 
sible interactions increases. As a 
couple adjusts to a first child or a 
new friend joins a previously ex- 
isting dyad, difficulties typically 
emerge. One parent may feel jeal- 
ous of the bond between the other 
parent and a new infant, for ex- 
ample. Two members of the triad 
may form an alliance in opposi- 
tion to the third person, sparking 
tension. When a pair of friends 
becomes a triad, conflict may 
arise as two members outvote the 
third when deciding what to do 
or where to eat. 

Group size also influences social interaction within larger 
groups. Groups generally become more stable as they get larger 
because the group can withstand the loss of individual mem- 
bers. However, relationships also become less intense as a group 
gets larger. Because there is less focus and attention on any one 
person, members of a larger group typically feel less emotional 
commitment to one another. Therefore, small groups tend to 
be intense but unstable, whereas larger groups tend to be more 
stable but less intense. 

Large and small groups also differ in the nature of the so- 
cial interaction among members. To take a familiar example, 
the size of a class influences the social interaction within the 
classroom: how the instructor interacts with each student and 
with the group as a whole, how students interact with each 
other, and what kinds of in-class activities work best. You can 
be anonymous and passive in a lecture hall with 200 students. 
In a seminar with six students, however, you must participate 
actively in the discussion. 


Organizations and 
Bureaucracy 


More complex and more formal than most groups, organiza- 
tions are secondary groups that have a degree of formal structure 
and are formed to accomplish particular tasks. This broad defi- 
nition applies to organizations as diverse as your local chess 
club, the National Rifle Association, Microsoft Corporation, 
and the United Nations. Although these examples obviously 
vary enormously in scale, configuration, and purpose, we can 


<> Industrial production required the coordination of huge factories, often employing thousands of 
workers. In this postcard image, taken around 1916, tens of thousands of workers gather in front of a 
Ford Motor factory in Detroit, Michigan. 


learn a great deal about how they operate, and how people 
behave within them, by studying the structure and culture 
of organizations, as well as the environments in which they 
operate. 


ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE As with any 


group, the size of an organization can have a major influence 
on its structure and operation. Very small organizations can 
operate with few formal rules, straddling the line between an 
informal group and a formal organization. But as Elizabeth 
Long (2003) discovered, even small local women’s book clubs 
come in a variety of forms and with distinct sets of rules. The 
book clubs Long studied varied in the rules they used to select 
books, whether they allowed men to join, and how their meet- 
ings were run. 

Even the smallest organizations require a process for mak- 
ing basic decisions. A small organization such as a neighbor- 
hood association may use consensus to reach decisions: all 
members’ views are solicited and every effort is made to reach 
a general agreement. Such an organization may not need any 
formal leaders, such as a president or treasurer, but may instead 
use rotating coordinators to ensure that business gets done. 

As organizations grow, however, an informal structure usu- 
ally proves to be inadequate. A larger organization typically 
develops a more formal decision-making process and a more 
elaborate division of labor. As we saw in Chapter 1, Max We- 
ber noted that a shift from traditional to rational action (the 
rationalization of society) was a characteristic of the rise of in- 
dustrialized society in the nineteenth century. Early industri- 
alists needed to manage ever-larger organizations. Businesses 


needed to operate factories that employed hundreds or even 
thousands of workers, producing goods in large quantities that 
were distributed through a complex transportation network. 
Paying workers, purchasing raw materials, and shipping goods 
from the factory—all required the development of complex 
systems. As new structures and ways of accomplishing tasks 
became necessary, bureaucracy developed into the dominant 
organizational structure of the industrial age. 


BUREAUCRACY A bureaucracy is a hierarchical ad- 


ministrative system with formal rules and procedures used to man- 
age organizations. Bureaucracies commonly share key features 


(Weber 1946): 


1. A division of labor. Because of their size, bureaucracies need 
specialization; not everyone can do everything. In bureau- 
cracies, people are responsible for narrowly defined tasks. 


2. A hierarchy of authority and accountability. Bureau- 
cracies have a pyramidal structure (see Figure 7.5). With 
power concentrated at the top of the hierarchy and many 
bureaucrats at the bottom dividing what little influence 
they have, authority is highly fragmented, and managers’ 
primary job is to enforce rules and monitor other workers. 


3. Impersonality. Power is located within an office, not in 
the person who happens to hold that position. People are 
hired, promoted, fired, or retired, but the bureaucratic 
structure remains. 
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AN FIGURE 7.5 | FORMAL BUREAUCRATIC STRUCTURE 
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Like all large organizations, the University of Miami has a formal bureaucratic structure, summarized in this chart. Occupying 
the positions within its bureaucracy (represented by boxes) are particular individuals who can leave the organization without 
affecting its structure. Positions in such structures usually carry different amounts of power and prestige and command un- 
equal amounts of resources, with those toward the top having more of all three than those toward the bottom. Source: University 


of Miami website. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


ae Locate a copy of your school’s organizational structure, which may be available on its web site. How does your school’s 
"structure compare with this one? 
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4. Written rules and records. The tasks and duties to be 
carried out within a bureaucracy are usually written out in 
formal rules and procedures. Written forms for communi- 
cating information and for record-keeping help to ensure 
consistency. 


These four features allow bureaucracies to coordinate the 
diverse activities of many people. Without them, organiza- 
tions, especially large ones—from the national government to 
your favorite retail outlet-—would stop functioning. Your col- 
lege, for example, undoubtedly has a bureaucracy to schedule 
classes, coordinate student records, manage housing, pay em- 
ployees, and keep buildings clean and accessible. 

As you have probably experienced, however, bureaucracies 
can have a negative side. If you have ever gotten the “run- 
around” while trying to figure out who in an organization is 
responsible for a problem, you have encountered the sometimes 
maddening results of the division of labor and fragmented au- 
thority that characterize most bureaucracies. And, of course, 
we have all been buried in the avalanche of paperwork that 
can be required to accomplish a common task such as visit- 
ing a doctor, enrolling in college, applying for financial aid, or 
opening a bank account. All organizations have some degree 
of bureaucratization, but too much can be counterproductive, 
frustrating both employees and the people they are supposed to 
serve. In addition, because authority is so fragmented in a bu- 
reaucracy, these types of organizations tend to be very resistant 
to change. 

Since bureaucracies are governed by 
rules and regulations that apply to ev- 
eryone, they can be very impersonal, and 
it can be difficult to make exceptions to 
accommodate an individual’s specific 
needs. For example, if the workday at 
your company begins at 9:00 a.m., you 
may not be allowed to arrive at 9:15 a.m. 
so that you can drop your child off at 
school, even if you would be willing to 
work an extra 15 minutes at the end of 
the day. Rules and regulations tend to 
multiply and become more refined within 
bureaucracies as new situations arise. As 
a result, bureaucratic organizations typi- 
cally have detailed policies that specify not only how to enforce 
the rules but also how to modify them. 

Even though bureaucracies are designed to coordinate ac- 
tivities smoothly, they can be remarkably inefficient, and ef- 
forts to maximize efficiency often seem to have the opposite 
effect. For example, customer service phone lines are designed 
to manage large volumes of calls. Yet customers complain so 
frequently about not being able to talk to a live human being 
that a web site has been created that provides frustrated cus- 
tomers of hundreds of companies with guidance on how to get 
to a live person more immediately (www.gethuman.com). 

Although large organizations rely on bureaucratic mea- 
sures to run smoothly, as the layers of bureaucracy multiply, 
they often make organizations increasingly unwieldy. Sociolo- 


gists seek to understand this complexity, recognizing both the 
mechanisms designed to coordinate large organizations and 
the dynamics that can make bureaucracies feel like an exas- 
perating maze. Two factors they look at are an organization’s 
culture and its operating environment. 


ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE  Organizationscan 


have distinct cultures that influence how they are organized, 
the values they espouse, and the way they operate. (For an ex- 
ample of a sociologist who works with different organizational 
cultures, see the Sociology Works box.) Even organizations in- 
volved in very similar activities can have different cultures. For 
example, the merger between America Online (AOL) and Time 
Warner in 2000 revealed an enormous culture clash between 
the two companies (Klein 2003). AOL, an Internet service 
provider, had a brash, aggressive approach to the business that 
made it a success story in the dot-com boom years of the 1990s. 
Its executives were often young, with an informal style, and 
they viewed their company as the future of the media industry. 
Time Warner, on the other hand, was the product of an earlier 
merger between two old-media giants: Time Inc., which had 
been involved in traditional print media, and Warner Commu- 
nications Inc., which had been involved in film and television. 
Time Warner’s leaders had a reputation for being conservative 
and strait-laced. The cultural differences between AOL and 
Time Warner reflected these different assumptions about the 
future of media and different experiences in the media indus- 
try and found expression in many areas, including perspectives 
on time. At Time Warner, workers saw 
themselves as potential “lifers” at a stable 
company with a good retirement plan. In 
contrast, AOL employees had made quick 
money in the 1990s and expected that 
their big payoff would come from selling 
what they hoped would become valuable 
AOL stock. Such differences were only 
the tip of the iceberg; employees at AOL 
and Time Warner didn’t understand each 
other and, in some cases, didn’t like each 
other. As a result, combining the two 
companies proved far more difficult than 
expected, and the culture clash contrib- 
uted to the eventual failure of the merger. 


ORGANIZATIONAL ENVIRONMENT Allorga- 


nizations, whatever their culture may be, operate in a larger 
environment, which includes other organizations as well as a 
variety of conditions that are part of the broader context of a 
society (Hall and Tolbert 2004). Collectively, factors that exist 
outside of the organization but that potentially affect its operation 
constitute the organizational environment. The strength of 
the economy, the stability of political rule, demographic fac- 
tors, other organizations, the legal context, technology, and the 
cultural environment can all influence the way organizations 
operate. 

Much like individuals, organizations link to other organi- 
zations in a network structure in the course of their normal 


SOCIOLOGY won 


Mindy Fried and Organizational Change 


or Mindy Fried, a sociological perspective is far more than an 

academic approach. For more than two decades, sociology 

has informed her work as a family policy analyst in state gov- 

ernment, a lobbyist for early childhood services, and most 
recently as an organizational change consultant. 

Fried grew up in a family that loved to observe and analyze 
people—their relationships, histories, choices, opportunities, and 
successes and failures—and was drawn to sociology because it 
connected her longstanding interest in people to what she calls 
the “big picture.” In sociology, Fried “discovered kindred spirits 
who asked the same kinds of questions that | had about people 
and their worlds—questions about how people’s experiences are 
framed by their race, gender, age, and ethnicity, questions about 
how social structures in our society provide answers to how 
people behave, the opportunities they have, the barriers they 
encounter.” 

Describing herself as an “applied sociologist,” Fried works 
as a consultant specializing in organizational change, drawing 
upon her sociological perspective to help organizations navigate 
changing contexts. She works with orga- 
nizations to solve problems, negotiate 
conflicts, and respond to new challenges 
and opportunities, using her sociological 
understanding of interaction and organi- 
zational culture (Fried 2008). 

Fried works primarily with nonprofit 
organizations. Through careful observa- 
tion, she arrives at a sociological under- 
standing of her clients’ issues so that she 
can help them understand and improve 
their organizations. In a recent project, 
Fried and her colleagues at Arbor Con- 
sulting Partners worked with a university- 
community partnership focused on improving 
the health of local residents in a low-income neighborhood. 
Communication problems—the result of two very different orga- 
nizational cultures—were hampering the partnership. When Fried 
came on board, she recognized that improving communication 
required helping the two groups better understand their differ- 
ences. Fried conducted interviews, held focus groups with mem- 
bers of both groups, and used participant observation—research 
methods that allowed her to help “key players develop a deeper 
understanding of how power, diversity, and agency affected their 
organizational dynamic.” This shared understanding helped to 


“Our status as 
outsiders within ultimately 
allows us to interpret multiple 
perspectives, untangle 
conflict, and think creatively 
about how to maximize 
positive outcomes for an 
organization.” 


produce more effective com- 
munication and a stronger 
working relationship between 
the two groups. 

As an organizational 
change consultant, Fried 
takes the distinctly sociologi- 
cal approach of an “outsider 
within,” someone who is not 
emotionally involved with the 
organization, but who makes a 
commitment to observe, listen, 
and learn about the various 
experiences of those who are. 
Fried explains: “Our status as 
outsiders within ultimately al- 
lows us to interpret multiple perspectives, untangle conflict, and 
think creatively about how to maximize positive outcomes for an 
organization.” 


Mindy Fried 


Reflecting on her sociological approach, 
Fried has no hesitation in describing the 
value of a sociological perspective. Soci- 
ology gives her both a rich understand- 
ing of organizational dynamics and the 
research skills to help her clients build 
on their strengths and respond to new 
challenges. But this is only part of the 
picture. Fried urges students of sociology 
to “prepare to be challenged because a 
sociological perspective gives you tools 
to understand how people’s experiences 
are influenced by social and economic 
systems that affect our lives as women and 
men of a certain age or social class or racial/ 
ethnic background.... For me, having a sociological perspective 
on the world is like taking an intellectual once-a-day vitamin pill.” 


think about it 


1. How might an organizational consultant assist one of the 
organizations (school, community group, extracurricular club) in 
which you participate? 

2. How do you think the perspective of an “outsider within” differs 
from that of either an insider or an outsider? 


BAILS 


operations. Your school, for example, interacts with a variety of 
other organizations. Government agencies and private corpora- 
tions provide research grants, businesses sell goods and services 
on campus, and graduate schools and potential employers re- 
ceive student transcripts. 


The organizational environment also includes the legal 
context within which organizations operate (Edelman and 
Suchman 1997). Laws define the nature of some organiza- 
tions, such as corporations and nonprofit groups. Laws and law 
enforcement also provide a stable environment within which 
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organizations can operate. Courts enforce contracts and settle 
disputes. Legal regulations may also restrict organizational be- 
havior. For example, environmental laws limit pollution and 
antitrust laws prohibit some businesses from growing beyond 
a certain point. 

Technology is another element of the organizational environ- 
ment. Computers and the Internet have dramatically changed 
how large organizations function, enabling them to accumulate 
more data, communicate faster across long distances, and dis- 
tribute information broadly both internally and externally. 

The broader cultural environment also influences how or- 
ganizations operate. Social norms and role expectations vary 
across cultures. For example, Chinese managers place a pre- 
mium on relationships and loyalty, protecting the honor of all 
members in an organization, and solving problems privately 
to avoid embarrassing their workers. In addition, Chinese or- 
ganizations typically feature highly centralized authority, with 
limited participation in decision making (Nyberg and Jensen 
2009). Practicing respect in an organization in the United 
States might mean treating all organization members equally, 
whereas in China respect may mean deferring to authority 
within the organization. Organizations that cross cultural 
boundaries must accommodate to these differing cultural en- 
vironments, and they must often adapt to the way power is 
distributed within an organization. 


and Organizations 


As we have seen, people in groups and organizations have dif- 
ferent amounts of power, and this difference both reflects and 
reinforces inequality. In addition, groups can exert consider- 
able influence over the actions of individual members, gaining 
obedience or compliance through various means. 


In-Groups and Out-Groups 


One way that groups exert control is by including or excluding 
members through the existence of in- and out-groups. An in- 
group is a social group with which a person identifies and toward 
which he or she has positive feelings. Members of an in-group 
have a collective sense of “us.” An out-group is a social group 
toward which a person has negative feelings, considering its mem- 
bers to be inferiors, or “them.” We feel a sense of loyalty to other 
members of our in-group, whether they are fellow environmen- 
talists, soccer fans, or Methodists, and this sense of solidar- 
ity is essential to the functioning of society. But camaraderie 
can easily turn into a sense of superiority over those who are 
not part of the in-group. For example, people with high-status 
jobs often build social connections in wealthy neighborhoods 
and exclusive country clubs. Solidarity within this in-group of 
the wealthy may be accompanied by negative attitudes toward 
those less well-off (“they” don’t work hard; “they” are not as 
smart or talented), and may lead the wealthy to exclude oth- 
ers from their neighborhoods and social circles. In- and out- 


groups cause tension, rivalry, and even overt conflict between 
social groups, which often struggle for power as in-groups seek 
to maintain their perceived superiority. 


Conformity: 
The Asch Experiments 


Sociologists have long been interested in how groups promote 
conformity and elicit obedience from members. Social psy- 
chologists have done important studies that reveal the formida- 
ble, and often underappreciated, power dynamics that operate 
within groups. 

Imagine, for example, that you have signed up to take a vi- 
sion test as part of an experiment. The experimenter introduces 
himself and explains to you and seven other participants that 
your task is simple. You will be shown pairs of cards, one with 
three vertical lines of different lengths on it and the other with 
a single vertical line (see Figure 7.6). You are to identify which 
of the three lines is the same length as the line on the compari- 
son card and state your response out loud. 

The experimenter shows the first and second pairs of cards, 
and each participant in turn gives the choice that is obviously 
correct. When your turn comes, you add your response. With 
the third set, though, you're surprised to hear all the respon- 
dents choose what is obviously the wrong answer. When it’s 
your turn to respond, you wonder if they can all be so obvi- 
ously wrong. Do you stick with your initial answer, or do you 
change it to conform to what everyone else has said? 

Just such a dilemma faced subjects in the classic experiments 
carried out by Solomon Asch (1952, 1955). What study partici- 
pants didn’t know was that the other “subjects” in the group 
were confederates (people working with the experimenter). 
After providing correct answers for the first two rounds, con- 
federates provided incorrect answers for twelve of the next 
eighteen rounds. Would the “majority effect,” as Asch called 
it, lead the test subject to conform to the group and provide an 
obviously incorrect response? 

Asch found that only a quarter of the respondents gave the 
correct answer all the time. Three-quarters agreed with at least 
one wrong answer, though only 5 percent agreed with every 


a FIGURE 7.6 | ASCH EXPERIMENTS 


The Asch experiments suggested that group pressure can generate 
conformity. Experimental subjects were asked which of the three 
lines on the right was the same length as the comparison line on the 
left. When group members who had been prompted beforehand by 
the experimenter gave wrong answers, some subjects agreed with 
the obviously incorrect response. 


incorrect answer. On average, subjects 
provided an incorrect response about 37 
percent of the time. (Subjects in control 
groups without confederates easily iden- 
tified the correct answers.) Asch also 
found that subjects were more likely to 
give incorrect answers if the confederates 
were unanimous in their answers and 
that the size of the group affected the re- 
sult. Having only one confederate elimi- 
nated the “majority effect,” and having 
three or more produced the full effect. 

Asch’s experiments included only male college students in 
an artificial setting and involved only a brief, inconsequential 
activity. Subsequent research, however, has confirmed the find- 
ings: the actions of others often promote conformist behavior. 
For example, eyewitnesses in criminal cases sometimes change 
their account of what they saw to conform to contrary infor- 
mation about the crime that they receive later (Wright, Self, 
and Justice 2000). People seek social approval by going along 
with the group, and conforming is often part of a broader ef- 
fort to build and maintain social connections (Cialdini and 
Goldstein 2004). 

Some cultures are more conformist than others. People in 
the United States and other countries with more individual- 
istic cultures are less inclined to conform than are residents of 
countries whose cultures are more collectively oriented (Bond 
and Smith 1996). East Asian cultures, such as in Japan and 
China, typically define nonconformity in negative terms, 
whereas Western cultures are more likely to see it in a positive 
light, viewing nonconformists as unique and their contribu- 
tions as valuable (Kim and Markus 1999). 

Social conditions can also be conducive to conformist be- 
havior, especially in situations characterized by widespread 
anxiety. In particular, fear about personal safety encourages 
conformity (Renkema, Stapel, and Van Yperen 2008). The 9/11 
attacks produced broad public anxiety in the United States. In 
the immediate post-9/11 period, fear bred political conformity; 
citizens proclaimed their national allegiance through public 
displays of patriotic symbols, and public approval for President 
George W. Bush’s leadership rose sharply. 

Groups vary considerably in the amount of influence they 
have over individual behavior. It may be that people in the 
United States have become more individualistic and more will- 
ing to question authority since Asch conducted his studies in 
the 1950s. Advertisements routinely encourage people to express 
themselves and stand out from the crowd. In addition, despite 
often-powerful group influences, individuals still have the ca- 
pacity to pursue independent action, whether they are operating 
within an informal group or a more formal organization. 


Obedience: 
The Milgram Experiments 


In 2010, eighty contestants were recruited for the pilot of a new 
French reality television game show called Zone Xtreme. Con- 
testants signed a contract saying they were willing to adminis- 


ter electrical shocks as part of the game. 
Each contestant was then paired with 
another contestant named Jean-Paul, 
who would be challenged with a series 
of questions while strapped in an electri- 
cally wired chair, which was placed in an 
isolation booth. If Jean-Paul answered 
a question incorrectly, his partner was 
told to push a lever to administer an 
electric shock. As Jean-Paul continued 
to answer incorrectly, the voltage in- 
creased from 20 to 460 volts—a poten- 
tially life-threatening jolt. At the lower levels, Jean-Paul was 
plainly startled by the mild jolts. As the shocks increased in 
severity, his cries of pain escalated, and he eventually pleaded, 
“Get me out of here, please! I don’t want to play anymore!” But 
the game show host—a well-known French television person- 
ality—encouraged the contestants to continue administering 
the shocks, and the studio audience goaded them on. After a 
series of painful cries, Jean-Paul eventually became silent and 
stopped responding to the highest shock levels, presumably be- 
cause he was unconscious or dead. Of the eighty contestants, 
sixty-four played the game all the way to the end, administer- 
ing the highest voltages despite the pain they were clearly caus- 
ing (Chazan 2010, Keaten 2010). 

As you might have guessed, the “game show” was not real; it 
was staged as part of a documentary called 7he Game of Death. 
“Jean-Paul” was an actor, but the eighty contestants and the 
audience believed the situation was real. This demonstration 
was modeled loosely on experiments conducted in the United 
States by Stanley Milgram (a former student of Solomon Asch) 
in the early 1960s. Milgram’s experiments took place in a re- 
search lab, where scientists in white lab coats encouraged par- 
ticipants to administer apparently painful—and potentially 
lethal—electrical shocks, supposedly as part of a study on how 
punishment affects learning (Milgram 1963, 1965, 1969). 

As Milgram’s experiments—and the French game show— 
demonstrate, many of us are socialized to obey authority fig- 
ures and to comply with social expectations, even when we 
know such actions are wrong. Although some people in Mil- 
gram’s experiments did refuse to participate, many others set 
aside their better judgment and followed orders, ceding power 
to those in authority. Only when they saw others refusing to 
take part in the experiment did an overwhelming majority 
say no—compliance plummeted to just 5 percent when par- 
ticipants were teamed with someone who refused to administer 
the shocks. 

Milgram’s experiments were conducted, in part, to better 
understand why people would go along with atrocities such as 
the Holocaust, the systematic mass killing of Jews and other 
people by Nazi Germany during World War II. In the lab, 
participants often felt uncomfortable, apprehensive, and guilty 
about the pain they were causing, yet many voluntarily sub- 
mitted to the man in the white lab coat, whose only power 
was the perception that he was a legitimate authority figure. A 
psychologist involved in the updated game-show version of the 
Milgram experiments suggested that they reveal the “terrifying 
power of TV” (Chazan 2010). 
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ots An overhead shot (left) shows the “game show” control panel used in The Game of Death. Contestants sat in front of 
the semicircular panel and were told by the celebrity host to push levers that administered increasingly powerful shocks to 
a contestant-partner seated in an isolation booth (right). Much like the Milgram experiments upon which this demonstra- 
tion was modeled, most participants followed orders and administered what they believed to be painful—and potentially 
deadly—shocks. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


What gave the game show host the power to get contestants to continue administering the shocks, even when they 
( sp clearly did not want to do so? Can you think of some real-world situations in which similar power dynamics might 


operate? 


Because of the potential trauma to participants, Milgram’s 
experiments would not be allowed today. Even the French docu- 
mentary was highly controversial, with some observers suggesting 
it manipulated people simply to produce dramatic television— 
even while it cautioned against the power of television. 


Groupthink 


Conformity can endanger designated targets of persecution; 
it can also endanger groups of people working together to 
achieve a goal. Groupthink is a form of uncritical thinking in 
which people reinforce a consensus rather than ask serious ques- 
tions or thoroughly analyze the issue at hand. the studies that 
established the importance of groupthink originally focused 
on elite groups that operated in secrecy as they formulated 
U.S. foreign policy during the middle of the twentieth century 
(Janis 1972, 1989). Such groups sometimes produced policy 
disasters, including the failure to anticipate the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor at the start of World War II, the failed Bay of 
Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961, and the failure to appreciate the 
capabilities of the North Vietnamese forces during the Viet- 
nam War. In all these cases, U.S. officials made false assump- 
tions about the situation at hand that were reinforced in group 
discussions until they were eventually exposed as untrue. 
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People who engage in groupthink ignore evidence or ideas 
that contradict what they and fellow group members believe. 
The more group members are alike—the more they share key 
characteristics such as education, social background, and val- 
ues—the more likely they are to accept common assumptions 
about the world rather than ask critical questions about these 
assumptions. The advisors who developed the Bay of Pigs inva- 
sion plan, for example, were the same experts President John F. 
Kennedy enlisted to assess its likely success. Staunchly opposed 
to Fidel Castro, Cuba’s revolutionary leader, these policy- 
makers ignored his widespread popularity among Cubans 
and suggested that he could be overthrown by a small army of 
lightly supplied Cuban exiles who, with limited air cover from 
the United States could invade Cuba and trigger a spontaneous 
uprising. The ill-prepared exiles failed quickly, and the success- 
ful Cuban defense against the U.S.-backed invasion became a 
rallying point for Castro supporters, reinforcing his hold on 
power. 

Since they define situations similarly, groupthink partici- 
pants are more likely to agree on a solution to a problem than 
to entertain other options that contradict their assumptions. 
Because they are homogeneous and self-reinforcing, such 
groups also tend to be shut off from dissenting views and the 
outside world, making them even more dysfunctional. 


Groups that are prone to groupthink minimize internal 
conflict by encouraging all members to be team players. Group 
members may conform to steer clear of conflict or avoid ap- 
pearing foolish, or simply because conforming is easier than 
challenging the group’s assumptions. The result of this confor- 
mity, however, can be hasty or irrational decisions. 


Leadership, Oligarchy, 
and Power 


As we saw in Chapter 5, power shapes how we allocate re- 
sources, make rules and decisions, and define reality. In most 
organizations, especially workplaces, people struggle con- 
stantly over power (Edwards 1982). One important character- 
istic of any organization, therefore, is its power structure. 

In formal bureaucracies, people at each level of the organi- 
zational structure have power over those below and are subject 
to the authority of those above. As bureaucratic organizations 
expanded in the early twentieth century, sociologists raised ques- 
tions about their potentially undemocratic impact. German so- 
ciologist Robert Michels (1876-1936) (a student of Max Weber) 
coined the term iron law of oligarchy to describe what he saw 
as the eventual and inevitable consolidation of power at the top of 
bureaucratic organizations. (Oligarchy is rule by a powerful few.) 

Michels argued that bureaucracies place too much power 
in the hands of those at the top. Inevitably, these select few 
misuse their power, which they consolidate through their 
unique access to information 

and resources. Once firmly 
entrenched in power, lead- 
ers are cut off from mean- 
ingful contact with others 
in the organization or the 
general public, rendering 
them unaccountable for 
their actions. Meanwhile, 
those lower down the bu- 
reaucratic hierarchy are usu- 
ally powerless to challenge the oligarchic leaders, though they 
may disapprove of them; as a result, they tend to be passive. 

Despite Michels’s fatalistic assessment, bureaucratic in- 
equality can be contested through covert political conflict 
within organizations, including subtle forms of noncoopera- 
tion and even sabotage (Morrill, Zald, and Rao 2003). For ex- 
ample, employees sometimes “work to rule,” completing only 
the minimum work required by company regulations, as a way 
of exercising power from below, a strategy that can dramati- 
cally undermine an organization. Sometimes subordinates re- 
act so slowly that they effectively prevent the implementation 
of policies they oppose. In recounting the actions of the Bush 
administration during the Iraq war, journalist Bob Woodward 
(2006) described how U.S. military officials refused to share 
information with British military officials in Iraq, even after 
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on social theory 


Michels’s analysis reflects the 
ideas of conflict theory. Have you 
encountered a situation in which 
power was concentrated at the top 
of an organization? How did those 
below deal with this situation? 


thinking about 


President Bush signed a directive expressly authorizing such 
cooperation. U.S. officials created a separate, classified com- 
puter network to shield information from the British military, 
short-circuiting the presidential directive. The inequality that 
is typical of hierarchical organizations can also lead workers 
to engage in overt efforts to change the balance of power—for 
example, by forming a labor union to protect their interests. 
Although most traditional bureaucratic organizations do 
not operate on democratic principles, some bureaucratic or- 
ganizations allocate positions in the hierarchy through demo- 
cratic processes. Civic groups, for example, often elect officials. 
However, power is still likely to be distributed unequally, since 
election results place power in the hands of a few members—at 
least until the next election. More radical ways of distributing 
power within an organization involve consensus building and 
collective governance, which can dramatically reduce inequal- 
ity (Schneiberg et al. 2008). Collective communities (some- 
times referred to as communes), in which all members have an 
equal voice and all decisions are made through deliberative col- 
lective discussion, are a familiar example of such organizations. 
Worker-owned businesses are another example. 


Scientific Management 
and Workplace Control 


As we have seen, industrialization led to the first large corpo- 
rations with bureaucratic organizations in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. There was no illusion of democ- 
racy in these bureaucratic workplaces. Owners wanted to con- 
trol the workplace and limit workers’ power to demand better 
wages or working conditions. A number of industries relied on 
skilled craft workers, however, many of whom were organized 
into trade unions. Their knowledge was central to successful 
production, and therefore they wielded considerable influence 
over the organization of the workplace and the conditions of 
their labor. 

To consolidate power in the workplace, owners needed to 
transfer knowledge about the production process from these 
skilled workers to a small group of managers, while reducing 
complex jobs to simple tasks that could be done by easily re- 
placeable unskilled and lower paid workers. Such top-down 
planning and control of production had the added benefit 
of being extremely efficient, increasing profits (Braverman 
1974/1998). 

The process of deskilling ordinary workers and increasing 
workplace efficiency through calculated study became known as 
scientific management. Frederick Taylor (1911) was the lead- 
ing proponent of scientific management, and the approach is 
often referred to as Taylorism. Managers would carefully ob- 
serve workers doing their jobs, noting all the individual steps 
and measuring the time each step took. Analysts would then 
examine the collected information to find ways of doing the 
work more quickly and efficiently. By breaking down complex 


power 


In bureaucratic organizations, POWeF is concentrated in the upper ranks of an organization. 
In what ways can the “rank and file” members of an organization exert power? What hurdles 
do they face in doing so? 
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a Early assembly lines, like this one from a nineteenth-century 
meatpacking plant, broke down work into small tasks—such as split- 
ting the backbone—for each worker to complete over and over. Each 
pig or cow, for example, would be worked on by as many as 300 
different workers, who each had a specific task to perform in trans- 
forming the animal carcass into steak or sausage. 


and highly skilled work into simple components, managers 
could assign each element of the task to a different worker, who 
would need to know only one simple step. 


The classic application of Taylorism was the assembly line. 
Although famous for its use in the auto industry, assembly line 
work was first used in Chicago’s meatpacking industry. Skilled 
employees once worked on an entire animal carcass, chopping 
and slicing the meat into the various cuts. With the application 
of Taylor’s principles, the work was broken down into individ- 
ual steps, each of which was performed by a separate worker, 
who could be hired at a lower wage and quickly trained for the 
monotonous and repetitious job. 

Scientific management is not limited to the industrial 
context within which it was first applied. Today’s high-tech 
workplaces often incorporate many of the Taylorist principles 
developed a century ago. Management control of the work 
process is almost universal in today’s workplaces. Telemar- 
keters at a call center, for example, typically use a prepared 
script and follow routine procedures when making phone 
calls. Managers monitor productivity by using software that 
records keystrokes on workers’ computer keyboards and by 
occasionally listening in on calls—tactics that recall an ear- 
lier era of Taylorism. 

Scientific management has its limits today, however. Pro- 
fessional jobs tend to be knowledge based, and workers need 
to use creativity, collaborate, and respond to rapidly chang- 
ing markets. The result is a two-tier system of employment, 
reflecting the class system, in which knowledge workers enjoy 
considerable autonomy and flexibility, along with high pay, 
while most other workers are monitored closely, performing 
routine, repetitious tasks and receiving low pay. We examine 
the nature of work and the workplace more closely in Chap- 
tetol3, 


ORGANIZATIONS IN A CHANGING WORLD 


n 2006, Time magazine declared its “person of the year” 

to be: you (Grossman 2006). The magazine’s editors ar- 

gued that, because of the Internet, the small contributions 

of millions of people matter in new ways. The second gen- 
eration of web sites and software, what is now commonly 
referred to as Web 2.0, has made everyday users—people 
like you—into producers of online content. 

Technology can be used for a variety of purposes. The 
same Internet that can mobilize people to donate money to 
help victims of a disaster can allow an angry fanatic to orga- 
nize a racist hate group. The same technological capacity that 
enables people to share diverse views can provide a platform 
for narcissistic blogs and footage glorifying terrorist acts. 

Until the rise of the Internet, formal organizational struc- 
tures were the norm for carrying out complex, large-scale 
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tasks. However, new communications technology has made 
it possible to organize some large-scale efforts without a bu- 
reaucratic structure. Instead, groups can create an openly ac- 
cessible system that enables many people to contribute and 
participate. For example, the fashion web site Polyvore.com 
allows users to create, share, and comment on fashion ideas. 
With more than one million registered users, Polyvore al- 
lows members to select items from any online store to build 
their own fashion “set,” which other members comment on, 
rework, and sometimes post to social networking sites. Poly- 
vore seeks to “democratize fashion” by bringing together a 
diverse community of amateur designers in a global conver- 
sation about style (Jacobs 2010). 

The Internet’s capacity to bring people from all over the 
world together to “meet” in the same virtual space makes 


new forms of organizational structure possible (Harwood 
and McIntosh 2004; Konieczny 2009). Many organizations 
now use wikis—web sites consisting of simple online data- 
bases that permit all members to create and edit content—to 
facilitate innovative forms of organizational structure, build- 
ing trust among employees based on transparency, collabo- 
ration, and participatory decision-making. These so-called 
permanently beta organizations can be more flexible, decen- 
tralized, and responsive than large industrial organizations 
are able to be (Neff and Stark 2004). The long-term viability 
of these kinds of unstable organizations remains uncertain, 
however. As organizations grow and mature, they tend to 
take on the characteristics of bureaucratic organizations. 
Other examples of new types of organizations are easy 
to find. Thousands of people contributed to produce Linux, 
a popular and free open-source operating system that has 
challenged Microsoft Windows. Users of Second Life and 
other virtual worlds create, develop, and take part in this 
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online universe. Thousands of individual merchants sell 
products on online auction sites, and customers’ ratings 
of these merchants help to steer future patrons away from 
problematic sellers. Political candidates and activists from all 
parts of the political spectrum use web sites, forums, e-mail, 
and other Internet tools for discussion, information sharing, 
and mobilization. 

Of course, not all large-scale efforts lend themselves 
to fluid forms of organization. Bureaucratic organizations 
are still likely to typify the mass production of consumer 
goods—such as cars and home appliances—as well as the 
delivery of health care and education and the administration 
of the military, for example. However, the Internet—with its 
vast communication networks—has provided a means of tap- 
ping into the collective intelligence of millions of people in 
ways that were never before possible. It remains to be seen 
how such “smart mobs” (Rheingold 2003) might be used to 
tackle other collective efforts. 


Interaction, Groups, and Organizations 


We are socialized in a particular culture, and we learn to see our world from that culture’s 
perspective. That socially constructed viewpoint becomes reality for us. 


Cultures inform the nature of social roles and the expectations associated with them. 


Organizations often have distinct cultures that influence how they are structured, the 
values they espouse, and the way they operate. 


Statuses and roles provide some of the glue that connects individuals to one another and 
to the behavioral patterns that constitute social structure. 


People create groups and organizations, which in turn become more formal social 


After creating these social structures, people treat those socially constructed entities as 


objectively real, and structures in turn are influenced by the society they create. 


People with different statuses often receive differing levels of honor, prestige, power, and 
income, resulting in inequality. 


™ Even in small, informal groups, individuals tend to conform to the views of the majority 
and to obey authority figures. 


m In bureaucracies, power is organized hierarchically. People at each level in a hierarchy 
have power over those below and are subject to the authority of those above. Positions in 
bureaucracies are starkly unequal. 
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Face-to-face encounters, influenced by cultural norms, are 

the building blocks of social life. Through our social interac- 

tions we come to mutual understandings about reality. How 6. 
we define reality can have real consequences. 


People are involved collectively in the social construction of 
reality. Humans create society, treat it as an objective real- 

ity, and then are influenced by the social forces they have 7. 
created. 


A particularly important element in social life is social sta- 

tus, the position an individual occupies in the social system; 

social roles are the cultural expectations associated with a 

status. Statuses and roles link individuals to larger groups 8. 
and institutions, helping to create social structure. 


In sociology, dramaturgy uses the metaphor of a theatrical 
performance to analyze roles and social interaction. 


Society consists of links, groupings, and organizations. 
These include social networks that are formed out of our 


REFLECT, AND APPLY 


social ties as well as small-scale primary groups and large 
formal organizations. 


The dynamics of groups, large and small, can be analyzed 
sociologically. For example, in small groups, conformity is 
an important social dynamic. People who engage in group- 
think ignore evidence or ideas that contradict group beliefs. 


Large organizations rely on bureaucratic structure to oper- 
ate efficiently, but as the layers of bureaucracy multiply, they 
make organizations unwieldy and inefficient. The iron law of 
oligarchy holds that bureaucracies concentrate power in the 
hands of those at the top. 


Contemporary developments, especially in technology, have 
affected how we interact with one another and have led to 
new types of social networks and to innovative forms of 
organizational structure. 


i Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 
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Write a brief, realistic telephone exchange between two 4. 
college-age friends. Now rewrite that same exchange, mak- 

ing explicit all the taken-for-granted information that the 

two speakers share. What type of information was left out of 

the original version? 


List all the statuses you currently occupy. Write a brief de- 
scription of the role expectations associated with three of 

your statuses. How did you learn about these role expecta- 5: 
tions? What consequences, if any, are there for deviating 

from these expectations? 


Using elements of dramaturgical theory, describe an exam- 
ple of role playing from your own life. Were you successful 
in your performance? Why or why not? 


Draw a diagram of the structure of a bureaucratic organiza- 
tion with which you are familiar—for example, a school, 
workplace, or community group—mapping the lines of 
authority. Can you explain the logic of the specific organi- 
zational structure? Does the organization operate effectively 
and efficiently? Can you imagine an alternative organiza- 
tional structure? 


How has the Internet influenced your social networks? Do 
you think communication via the Internet is replacing other 
forms of communication? Why or why not? 
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FE Key Terms 


achieved status (p. 168) a social position that we voluntarily at- 
tain, to a considerable degree, as the result of our own efforts. 

ascribed status (p. 168) a social position that is assigned to us 
from birth or that we assume later in life, regardless of our 
wishes or abilities. 

bureaucracy (p. 177) a hierarchical administrative system with 
formal rules and procedures used to manage organizations. 

dramaturgy (p. 170) an approach to the study of social interac- 
tion that uses the metaphor of social life as a theater. 

groupthink (p. 182)-a form of uncritical thinking in which 
people reinforce a consensus rather than ask serious questions 
or thoroughly analyze the issue at hand. 

homophily (p. 173) the idea that social contact occurs at a 
higher rate between people who are similar than it does be- 
tween people who are different. 

in-group (p. 180) a social group with which a person identifies 
and toward which he or she feels positively; members have a 
collective sense of “us.” 

intersubjectivity (p. 163) a common understanding between 
people about knowledge, reality, or an experience. 

iron law of oligarchy (p. 183) the eventual and inevitable con- 
solidation of power at the top of bureaucratic organizations. 

master status (p. 169) a social position that is overwhelmingly 
significant, powerfully influences a person’s social experience, 

_ and typically overshadows all the other social positions that 

person may occupy. 

organizational environment (p. 178) factors that exist outside 
the organization but that potentially affect its operation. 

organizations (p. 176) secondary groups that have a degree of 
formal structure and are formed to accomplish particular 
tasks. 

out-group (p. 180) a social group toward which a person feels 
negatively, considering its members to be inferiors, or “them.” 


primary groups (p. 175) people who have regular contact, en- 
during relationships, and a significant emotional attachment 
to each other. 

reference groups (p. 175) the groups against which we choose to 
measure ourselves. 

role conflict (p. 170) the problem that occurs when the expecta- 
tions associated with different roles clash. 

role strain (p. 170) the problem that occurs when the expecta- 
tions associated with a single role compete with each other. 

roles (p. 169) the sets of expected behaviors that are associated 
with particular statuses. 

scientific management (p. 183) the process of deskilling ordi- 
nary workers and increasing workplace efficiency through 
calculated study. 

secondary groups (p. 175) people who interact in a relatively 
impersonal way, usually to carry out some specific task. 

social groups (p. 174) collections of people who interact regu- 
larly with one another and who are aware of their status as a 
group. 

social networks (p. 172) the collection of social ties that connect 
people to each other. 

status (p. 168) a position in a social system that can be occupied 
by an individual. 

status category (p. 168) a status that people can hold in 
common. 

status hierarchy (p. 169) a ranking of social positions according 
to their perceived prestige or honor. 

status set (p. 168) the collection of statuses that an individual 
holds. 

stereotypes (p. 166) exaggerated, distorted, or untrue general- 
izations about categories of people that do not acknowledge 
individual variation. 

Thomas theorem (p. 165) the idea that if people define situa- 


tions as real, they are real in their consequences. 
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Deviance and Social Control 


CHAPTER 8 


osh Corlew, a twenty-something manager at a Nashville nonprofit, does not spend money on 


food, nor did he pay for any of the furniture in his apartment. Instead, Corlew acquires his food and 
other household necessities from what others throw away. He is part of a movement of Freegans or 
Freecyclers who try to minimize, or sometimes completely reject, the routine buying of goods and 
services that underpins consumer society. 

Instead of buying things, Freegans seek to “reclaim” other people’s waste in a process they call 
“urban foraging”: finding clothing, household goods, books and games, artwork—just about anything 
you can imagine—in the trash. That also means dumpster diving outside restaurants, supermarkets, 
and other food stores that routinely discard fresh fruits and vegetables that may be bruised or a 
bit overripe, day-old bread, canned goods that have expired recently, and prepared food, including 
sandwiches, salads, and even sushi (Conlin 2008; Kurutz 2007). 

Whereas millions of poor people around the world scavenge to survive, urban foraging is not 
common in affluent societies like that of the United States, and Freegans do it as a matter of choice, 
not necessity. Most people probably react negatively to the idea of eating trash, and in many places, 
dumpster diving is illegal. Freegans like Corlew, however, are not desperate, and they pay careful 
attention to food safety. They are also aware that the way they live is nonconformist. They believe, 
however, that by living as much as possible a life based on reusing, recycling, and reclaiming, they 
can drastically reduce their impact on the environment and oppose what they see as the wasteful 


“throwaway” mentality of a deeply entrenched consumer society. 


ay 
wo 
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By refusing to conform to the cultural norms that distinguish 
between trash and “acceptable” items, Freegans have 
crossed a line from normal to deviant behavior, and they risk 
becoming the target of criticism, even moral condemnation. 
Some will want to reform them, others will question their 
motives—are they sick, crazy, foolish, immoral, or just plain 
lazy?—and still others will have the power to punish them. By 
foraging for their food in this way, however, Freegans hope 
to call attention to the environmental challenge they believe 
consumer society poses and to encourage social change. & 


hat is normal behavior, and how do we recognize it? Is 

normal what’s most common? What’s most desirable? 

What’s most healthy? Who or what has the power to 

enforce normal behavior? We rarely think about these 
questions as we go about our daily lives. When you buy food in 
a supermarket or order a pizza in a restaurant, youre unlikely 
to think, “I’m behaving normally now.” We have been social- 
ized so effectively to accept our culture’s norms that we rarely 
recognize them. 

We begin to think about these questions, however, when we 
confront behaviors or beliefs that challenge, or deviate, from 
our expectations—when we react with disgust, for example, to 
the idea of eating a pizza pulled out of a garbage bin. In other 
words, nonconformity helps us clarify the boundary between 
normal and abnormal. 

As we've seen in previous chapters, people develop their 
sense of self and identity through social interaction. Inter- 
actions in small groups form the basis for social structure, 
and social structure provides people with norms and expecta- 
tions about appropriate behavior. But how do norms get es- 
tablished in the first place? Why do some people violate those 
norms? And how is deviance related to the nonconformist’s 
sense of self? 

This chapter focuses on deviance, behavior that does not 
conform to basic cultural norms and expectations, and its rela- 
tionship to these questions of self and identity. As we will see, 
the lines between normal and abnormal, moral and immoral, 
appropriate and inappropriate, healthy and sick, and sane and 
crazy are flexible, even if most people within a society share 
an understanding of the distinction between normal and de- 
viant. We also explore the consequences of violating norms, 
from subtle forms of social isolation to imprisonment or even 
execution. And we examine the various agents that encourage 
conformity. 


Boundaries between normal and deviant are rarely clear-cut 
because people often disagree about where the line should be 
drawn. Ultimately what is defined as deviant depends on the 
particular social context in which the behavior occurs or a per- 
son lives and on the power of those who label it. For those de- 
fined as deviant, the negative effects can be long lasting, even 
devastating. 


Deviance and Social Context 


As Emile Durkheim established more than 100 years ago, a 
sociological perspective on deviance requires looking beyond 
particular behaviors to the connections between those behav- 
iors and social norms. Durkheim argued that crime (and devi- 
ant behavior, more generally) could be defined only in relation 
to the social norms a criminal act violates. As Durkheim ex- 
plained, we often mistake the relationship between crime and 
social norms. We are not offended by an action because it is 
a crime; rather, we define an act as criminal because it of- 
fends basic social norms. These basic norms contribute to what 
Durkheim called the collective conscience, the shared norms, 
beliefs, and values in a community (Durkheim 1893/1997). 

What is considered normal or deviant varies over time and 
across cultures, and definitions of normal often shift in re- 
sponse to social change. When we talk about deviance, then, 
we must bear in mind the social context in which it occurs, 
and we should remember that different communities may have 
different responses to the same behavior. For example, when 
women in the United States demanded the right to vote in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they were 
widely considered deviant, but these suffragists mobilized to 
gain power and change that label. Some people at the time no 
doubt continued to consider politics an inappropriate activity 
for women, but they no longer had the power to enforce such 
a judgment. Over time, our society’s view of women as politi- 
cal actors changed. In some cultures today, however, women 
are still forbidden or highly discouraged from participating in 
politics—their participation is still considered deviant. 

Midday naps are another example of varying definitions of 
deviance. An employee in the United States who went home for 
a rest at lunchtime would likely be branded as lazy or a slacker. 
However, in some places outside the United States, taking an 
extended midday break is standard procedure. In Spain, for 
example, shops and offices typically close for an hour or two 
after lunch to allow employees to go home for siesta—a short 
rest or cat nap—before returning to work in the midafternoon. 
In contrast to the U.S. standard of 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., the 
traditional workday in Spain includes a midday siesta and lasts 
until 8:00 p.m. 

In recent years, the Spanish government has taken steps to 
abandon siesta. In 2006 it enacted regulations that require all 
federal agencies to limit the lunch break to 45 minutes and 
send employees home by 6:00 p.m. The longstanding tradition 
of siesta is not likely to disappear entirely, but pressure to con- 
form to the workplace norms of the European Union is affect- 
ing work schedules in Spain. 


Labeling Theory: Defining 
Deviant Behavior 


Some acts of deviance generate widespread, perhaps even uni- 
versal, condemnation. Almost every society considers child 
molestation and unprovoked murder as deviant behavior. With 
other acts, however, the boundary between normal and deviant 
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BATHING 


SURES nt) ) CHANGE 


Norms about what to wear to the beach have changed 
dramatically over the past hundred years. Women’s bathing 
suits introduced in the late nineteenth century (top) were an 
innovation—and some would have considered them deviant— 
since they revealed more of a woman’s body than had been 
shown previously. Men’s swim suits from the same period 
covered most of the body. The swimwear that we define as 
normal now (bottom) would have been considered shockingly 
deviant in an earlier era. How would you explain this change in 
the definition of deviant behavior? 


often depends on the specific social context (Downes and Rock 
2011). Is it deviant for men to pierce their ears or for women 
to shave their heads? What about wearing a baseball cap in a 
restaurant or taking a break from work for afternoon prayers? 
How about killing animals for sport? Having a sex-change op- 
eration? Or torturing suspected terrorists for information? 

You may have a strong opinion about each of these exam- 
ples, but your individual response is not what marks an action 


as deviant. A behavior is defined as deviant when it is marked 
publicly as deviant by those with enough power to enforce that 
designation. This is the core insight of labeling theory, which 
argues that deviance is the result of how others interpret a behavior 
and that individuals who are labeled deviant often internalize 
this judgment as part of their self-identity. Sociologist Kai Er- 
ickson (1966) explains: “Deviance 

is not a property inherent in 
any particular kind of be- 
havior; it is a property con- 
ferred upon that behavior 
by the people who come 
into direct or indirect con- 
tact with it,” because they 
consider the behavior so 
dangerous or embarrass- 
ing that it requires special 
sanctions (p. 6). Labeling 
theory highlights the inter- 
active aspects of deviance—the interplay between behavior 
and the response to that behavior (Becker 1973). From this 
perspective, behavior is deviant only when it is labeled as such. 


OT Le Gadael 


on social theory 


Labeling theory, associated 
with the symbolic interactionist 
approach, emphasizes the power of 
groups within society to designate a 
given behavior as deviant. Can you 
think of an example of behavior that 
is labeled deviant in U.S. society 
and normal in another society? 


The Effects 
of Deviant Labels 


People who are labeled deviant are likely to face negative con- 
sequences and limited options in life. Indeed, those labeled 
mentally ill, criminal, or otherwise dangerous may be locked 
up. But labeling may have other, less dramatic consequences. 
For example, people who are labeled mentally ill often have a 
difficult time finding employment because their deviant iden- 
tity becomes a kind of master status. In this case, education, 
skills, and diligence all give way to a person’s status as mentally 
ill so that potential employers or neighbors may perceive only 
the mental illness. 

More generally, those who are labeled deviant must deal 
with the stigma or shame associated with their deviant label. 
Stigma refers to the shame attached to a behavior or status that 
is considered socially unacceptable or discrediting. Stigma can be 
a source of inequality because those who are stigmatized often 
experience isolation or discrimination that can reduce their so- 
cial, economic, or political standing (see Figure 8.1). 

The threat of stigmatization can be a powerful form of so- 
cial control (Goffman 1963). For example, people who live on 
the street, regardless of the reasons, face tremendous uncer- 
tainty about food, health, and safety. But it is the stigma of 
their status as homeless that has perhaps the most profound so- 
cial consequences. It may prevent them from making the kinds 
of social connections—getting a job interview, securing a loan, 
finding a friend to lend a hand—that can help the homeless 
cross back into a “normal” life. 

Labeling people as deviant may lead them into secondary 
deviance, deviant behavior that is a response to the negative con- 
sequences of labeling (Lemert 1951). In other words, labeling 
creates a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy. A child who is labeled 
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aN FIGURE 8.1 | COMPONENTS OF STIGMA 


Source: Link and Phelan (2001). 


as a troublemaker and treated as such by adults may adopt the 
role of troublemaker, become hostile to authorities, and join 
with other so-called misfits in new forms of deviance. When 
parents label their children as rule violators, that label affects 
the children’s own self-appraisals and identity, leading to in- 
creased deviance (Matsueda 1992). 

Using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Davies 
and Tanner (2003) found that young people who had been la- 
beled disciplinary problems at school or who had come into 
contact with the criminal justice system as teenagers and 
young adults had significantly reduced employment prospects 
and income potential later in life. The effect was especially sig- 
nificant among women. Even girls who had returned to school 
or completed high school after being suspended or expelled 
had problems finding jobs later in life. The stigma of their devi- 
ant status, it seems, stuck with them, leading employers to steer 
clear of them. 

Labeling marks social boundaries between the normal and 
the deviant, between a socially defined “us” and “them.” For 
those labeled deviant, the consequences may be diminished 
life chances, economic inequality, further deviance, and long- 
lasting stigma. 


Within Social 
Structures 


In his treatise on Zhe Rules of Sociological Method, Emile 
Durkheim (1895/1982) pointed out that deviant behavior is 
a feature of all human societies. But Durkheim went further, 
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Labeled persons 
experience discrimination 
and suffer status loss. 


Stigma occurs 
when labeling, 
separation, and 
discrimination are 
linked to inequality 
in social, economic, 
or political power. 


arguing that deviance can be functional, playing a positive so- 
cial role and reinforcing social structures. It does this in three 
specific ways: 


m Deviance helps define group boundaries. 
m Deviance helps create social solidarity. 


m Deviance is a source of innovation. 


Let’s look in more detail at these three functions of deviance. 


Defining Group Boundaries 


Deviant behavior helps to clarify the boundaries of acceptable 
behavior within a given society. Especially because the line di- 
viding deviant from nondeviant behavior is often subtle and 
hard to define, deviant behavior constantly reminds us of how 
to live within the boundaries of “normal”—and shows us the 
consequences of stepping outside those boundaries. In formal 
organizations, written rules and policies clearly define what 
behavior is and isn’t tolerated. These rules reflect the identity 
and values of the organization. For example, cheating and pla- 
giarism strike at the heart of academic integrity. As a result, 
colleges and universities have a formal system for punishing 
violators; suspension or even expulsion are common penalties. 
But not all rule violations are defined as serious enough to war- 
rant suspension or expulsion. Although smoking indoors, for 
example, may violate a college’s official rules, it is sometimes 
tolerated grudgingly. 

Much of social life, however, is not governed by formal rules 
and policies. We don’t get a handbook that tells us all the rules 
of our neighborhood, but that doesn’t mean the rules don’t ex- 
ist. The boundaries between normal and deviant, acceptable 
and unacceptable, often remain implicit. 

How do you decide who is inside or outside your closest 
group of friends? Presumably you don’t have written rules 
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4» How do you respond when people ignore no smoking signs? 
Your response is likely to depend on the situation. How we respond 
to rule violations—whether we define them as minor transgressions 
or serious offenses—is a result, in part, of the specific social context. 


about who can and cannot belong to this group. However, 
your network of friends almost certainly has basic values and 
norms that are enforced implicitly—and perhaps explicitly. 
Deciding whether someone fits in or does not belong, is ac- 
cepted or rejected—these are the informal means groups use 
to maintain internal cohesion and label certain behaviors and 
attitudes as deviant. 

More generally, think about how in- 
dividuals in the various groups to which 
you belong respond to specific kinds of 
people—for example, atheists, gun en- 
thusiasts, gays and lesbians, vegetarians, 
evangelicals, or teenage parents—and 
you ll begin to see the ways that com- 
munity definitions of normal and deviant 
help establish, and sometimes change, so- 
cial boundaries. 


bilize actively to stamp out nonconformist behavior, provides a 
powerful source of social connection among conformists. 

A classic sociological illustration of this point is Kai Erick- 
son’s (1966) study of deviance within the seventeenth century 
Massachusetts Bay Colony. Erickson explains how the hysteria 
about witchcraft in Salem resulted from change within the Pu- 
ritan community. In 1672 in Salem accusations of witchcraft 
were not taken seriously, and those who confessed to dealing 
with the devil were dismissed as liars. But just twenty years later 
the Puritans sensed that religious zeal was waning and mem- 
bers were turning against one another, an unsettling change 
for this deeply religious and insular community. In response 
to this threat, the community turned on presumed witches as 
a common enemy to all. For a brief period, lasting less than a 
year, the Salem Puritans united to root out the “witches,” and 
nineteen women and men were hanged. This case shows how a 
focus on deviance can bring together a community—and how 
collective hysteria about deviance can direct public vengeance 
at those labeled as deviant. 

Even in complex, modern societies, deviance can help to 
unite people. In the wake of the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001, the mourning and fear helped, at least temporarily, 
to strengthen a sense of national unity in the United States. 
The shared sense of victimization, along with fear of additional 
attacks, produced a heightened sense that people in the United 
States, despite their differences, stood together. “United We 
Stand” bumper stickers and other public displays of patriotism 
were common sights at the time. 

The way people respond to deviance can produce group 
solidarity. By highlighting group boundaries and giving some- 
times diverse citizens an opportunity to express their shared 
distaste for behavior defined as immoral, criminal, or patho- 

logical, deviance brings people together. 


Providing a Source 
of Innovation 


Durkheim also argued that deviance 
provides a source of creativity and inno- 
vation in social life. In fact, Durkheim 
believed that healthy societies need devi- 
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Creating Social 
Solidarity 


In addition to defining boundaries, de- 
viance helps build group solidarity by 
uniting people in opposition to, or dis- 
approval of, a shared enemy. Deviant 
behavior reinforces conformity within a 
social structure; it also strengthens the 
bonds among those who feel outrage at 
displays of deviance. The threat of non- 
conformity, especially when people mo- 
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G After the September 1, 2001, terrorist 
attacks, Americans expressed their sense 

of national solidarity through a wide range 
of patriotic displays. Sales of American 

flags skyrocketed, and “United We Stand” 
bumper stickers appeared on cars and trucks 
throughout the United States. Violent acts 
that caused enormous pain and suffering—in 
this case, acts that violated the norms of the 
international community and, in the perpe- 
trators’ targeting of civilians, even the norms 
of war—can produce a sense of social solidar- 
ity and national pride. 


ance, since societies that are totally conformist are repressive 
and limit human possibility. Deviant people push bound- 
aries and, as a result, can facilitate growth and change in social 

structures. 
Many ideas and behaviors that we take for granted today 
were once considered deviant. Democracy is an example. His- 
torically, democracy is a rela- 


tively new idea, having been 
Oh dic Te Gee Ts aE 


implemented widely only 

onsocial theory — within the past couple of 

The functionalist approach hundred years. Early ad- 

emphasizes consensus in social vocates of democracy were 

life and looks at the ways in which generally considered to be 

deviant behavior may benefit — radicals and irresponsible 
society. How might adherents 


of this approach view people idealists. 


“ . » 
or behaviors that many people Other “deviant” ideas 
currently consider deviant, such have also proven to be 
as the freegans described atthe powerful innovations. As 


beginning of this chapter? — recently as the early 1970s, 

women in the United States 

who put their children in full- 

time daycare risked being labeled as neglectful mothers. Now, 

however, this practice is common and widely accepted and, fur- 

ther, it is thought to provide children with an important educa- 

tional and social experience. Many once-deviant notions have 

injected vibrant innovations into our culture and society. Public 

education, religious freedom, racial equality, and even rock and 
roll and hip hop were all considered deviant at one time. 


Deviance is a product of the social rela- 
tionship between those who affirm the 
boundaries of “normal” and those who 
cross such boundaries. What makes some 
people cross those lines? How can we ex- 
plain deviant behavior, and what do these 
explanations suggest about the proper way 
of controlling or preventing deviance? 
Not surprisingly, given the wide range of 
deviant behaviors, sociologists and others 
have proposed a variety of answers to these 
questions (Pfohl 1994). 

Some explanations focus on individ- 
ual sources of deviance, emphasizing the 
shortcomings or weaknesses of people 
who are considered deviant. Such explana- 
tions, which circulate in popular discourse 
but are generally rejected by sociologists, describe deviance in 
terms of immorality or as a symptom of an illness. A different 
set of explanations emphasizes the social dynamics surround- 
ing deviance, explaining it as a rational choice, the result of in- 
adequate or improper socialization, or the product of mismatch 
between social norms and economic opportunities. 


Deviance as Immorality 


One way to explain deviance is as the consequence of individual 
immorality. The boundary between normal and deviant, from 
this perspective, is roughly the same as the line between good 
and evil. Some fundamentalist religions tend to see the world 
in these terms. More broadly, when people cannot understand 
or explain particularly horrendous deviant behavior—for ex- 
ample, the Holocaust during World War II, the genocide in 
Rwanda in the 1990s, or the actions of a ruthless serial killer— 
they sometimes simply label it as evil. 

Although this approach may resonate emotionally, it does 
not help us uncover the actual nature of deviance. From a so- 
ciological standpoint, then, to explain deviance as the conse- 
quence of immorality does little to help us identify the social 
conditions that produce it or understand the ways people re- 
spond to it. 


Deviance as Illness: 
Medicalization 


A second approach based on individual behavior finds the 
sources of deviance in pathology, or illness. From this perspec- 
tive, individuals who engage in deviant behavior are sick, suf 
fering from a psychological or biological disorder. Here the 
boundary between normal and deviant coincides with the line 
between healthy and sick, sane and crazy. The roots of deviance 
as individual sickness are clearest in cases of mental illness, 
such as schizophrenia. But doctors now recognize an expand- 
ing list of deviant behaviors that result at least partially from 
underlying biological disorders and that they think will ben- 
efit from appropriate medical intervention. 
This process—the designation of a deviant 
behavior as an illness that can be treated by 
medical professionals—is what sociologists 
refer to as the medicalization of deviance 
(Conrad and Schneider 1980). 

In some cases, specific deviant behav- 
iors formerly identified as immoral have 
become reclassified as medical problems. 
A classic example is alcoholism (Gusfield 
1996; Schneider 1978). In the early twenti- 
eth century, excessive drinking was consid- 
ered a moral failure. Since the 1960s and 
1970s, the public understanding of alco- 
holism shifted, and people began to focus 
on disease as its underlying cause. Recent 
research suggests that alcoholism has a ge- 
netic component. As alcoholism was medi- 
calized, the solution to alcoholism also shifted from moral re- 
habilitation to medical treatments and psychological therapies 
that might control the symptoms of the disease. 

Treating a deviant behavior as a disorder can alter the stigma 
associated with it. People who drink too much, are addicted to 
gambling, or suffer from extreme anxiety may be considered 
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tHRoUGH A SOCIOLOGICAL tens 


When Deviance Is Inherited: Genetic Explanations and Stigma 


~ ournalist Clea Simon knows all too well how severe mental 

illness can shatter a family. Her memoir Mad House describes 
__ her experiences growing up with both a brother and a sister 
.. who suffered the pain and turmoil of schizophrenia (Simon 
1998). Her brother Daniel, a Harvard undergraduate, ultimately 
committed suicide. Her sister Katherine refused help from her 
family, bouncing from one institution to another. Simon strug- 
gled with the knowledge that her children would “have an in- 
creased risk of developing the illness that destroyed my siblings’ 
lives” (Simon 1997, C1). 

As a result of the medicalization of deviance, researchers have 
increasingly focused on the genetic basis of deviant behavior. 
When the underlying cause of deviance is not an acquired illness 
but an inherited disease such as schizophrenia, is the stigma as- 
sociated with deviant behavior reduced? 

Sociologist Jo Phelan (2005) studied the impact of genetic 
explanations on the stigma associated with mental illness. Phelan 
focused on the degree of “social distance” caused by stigma. For 
example, when Phelan compared how people respond to mental 
illness with how they respond to physical injuries, her results 
indicated that they are less willing to become friends or cowork- 
ers with the mentally ill, and they are far more negative about 
the prospect of having their own child date, marry, or have a 
child with a mentally ill person. Do genetic explanations reduce 
the stigma that produces this desire for social distance from the 
mentally ill? 

Phelan found that genetic explanations do not make people 
more sympathetic to the mentally ill. Instead, genetic explana- 
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deviant, but designating their behavior as a medical condition 
insulates them from some of the hostility that deviant groups 
have traditionally experienced. People with a medicalized devi- 
ance are more likely to be pitied than scorned. On the other 
hand, if the deviance is identified as the result of an inherited 
disease, it may still attract a lifelong stigma (see the Through a 
Sociological Lens box). 

Sociologists have identified the growing power of the medical 
profession as a primary reason for the medicalization of devi- 
ance. As the authority of doctors, especially psychiatrists and pe- 
diatricians, expands, an ever-greater realm of social life is defined 
in medical terms. Just think about the range of issues for which 
we now seek medical advice and treatment: how to deal with 
hyperactive children, how to handle profound stress, and how 
to deal with trauma, to name just a few examples. The power 
of doctors to define issues in medical terms is only part of the 
picture. The pharmaceutical industry has also become a power- 
ful engine of medicalization. Since 1997, when the U.S. Food 
and Drug Administration began permitting direct-to-consumer 
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tions tend to increase their belief in the seriousness and persis- 
tence of mental illness without decreasing the stigma or social 
distance experienced by the mentally ill. However, people are 
less inclined to punish the mentally ill when they are believed to 
have inherited their illness. 

Genetic explanations of mental illness appear to taint the sib- 
lings and children of the mentally ill, such as Clea Simon, even as 
they help absolve parents of blame for their children’s behavior. 
After all, if the roots of mental illness are genetic, parents cannot 
be blamed for bad parenting. But when mental illness is attrib- 
uted to genetics, siblings and children of the mentally ill, despite 
never showing signs of mental illness, may face unanticipated 
social isolation. They may feel reluctant to discuss their relative’s 
condition or face social pressure to avoid having children. 

In this era of genetic research, as scientists confirm that some 
forms of mental illness are inherited, the suspicion that children 
or siblings of the mentally ill will turn out to have the same condi- 
tion has produced a new form of stigma. 


think about it 


1. Do you think the siblings of people with alcoholism or cancer 
patients are subject to the same kind of stigma as are the siblings 
of the mentally ill? Why or why not? 

2. In what ways might future genetic research remove the stigma 
associated with inherited illness? 
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broadcast advertising of pharmaceutical products, drug compa- 
nies have aggressively sought to medically define problems for 
which they have already developed new drug therapies. Viagra 
is a classic case. By actively promoting a sexual problem as a 
medical issue—erectile dysfunction—and identifying Viagra as 
the solution, pharmaceutical companies built remarkable public 
demand for Viagra and other drugs (Conrad 2005). 

‘There are five key stages in the medicalization of deviance 


(Conrad and Schneider 1980): 


m Stage one. A behavior or activity is defined as deviant. 


m Stage two. Medical conception of this deviant behavior is 
“discovered.” 


m Stage three. Organized interests—medical researchers, 
physicians, health care organizations—advance claims for a 
medical designation for the deviant behavior. 

m Stage four. Those who advance medical claims appeal to 
government officials to legitimize the medical definition of 
deviance. 
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4» |In2009 the FDA approved a new drug for the treatment of 
hypotrichosis, the medical term for a condition marked by inad- 
equate eyelashes. 


m Stage five. Medical definition of deviance is institutional- 
ized, becoming an accepted part of the medical and legal 
classification system. 


Medicalization can sometimes be successfully blocked or 
reversed, a process sociologists refer to as demedicalization. The 
most prominent example is homosexuality. In the late 1960s, 
gay and lesbian activists, newly visible with the emergence of 
the gay rights movement, pressured the American Psychiatric 
Association to change its classification of homosexuality as a 
“sexual deviation” in the 1968 edition of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder (DSM-I]). They argued 
that the classification was demeaning to gay men and women 
and had no scientific basis. In 1974 the American Psychiat- 
ric Association removed the “illness” label from homosexual- 
ity, classifying it as a disorder only for those who are unhappy 
about their sexuality. 


Deviance as Rational Choice 


Other explanations for deviance move beyond the individual 
level to include social factors. According to one such approach, 
deviance results from rational decision making; people are in- 
clined to behave in deviant ways when deviance has significant 
rewards and limited costs. In many parts of the country, for 
example, you can drive well above the speed limit with little 
risk of being stopped by the police. Although individuals make 
strategic calculations about how to behave, the structure of in- 
centives and penalties for deviance underlies their calculations. 


(Seeing more police officers stationed along your route would 
reduce the likelihood of your speeding.) When deviance does 
little harm, it may not be worth controlling. But when devi- 
ance is destructive, one way to control it is by increasing the 
penalties. This basic analysis underlies much of the “get tough 
on crime” rhetoric common in American politics. 


Deviance and Socialization: 
Differential Association 
Theory 


Two other social approaches explain deviance by focusing on 
socialization. One of these focuses on inadequate socializa- 
tion. From this perspective, people engaged in deviant be- 
havior have failed to internalize social norms and so are not 
regulated adequately by the moral framework of society. The 
root cause of this deviance is the inability of basic socializing 
agents, including family and schools, to transmit core values. 
When politicians or police argue that teenagers are getting in 
trouble because they haven’t learned to respect authority, they 
are drawing from this perspective. 

An alternative approach focusing on socialization views 
deviance as a result of social connections. Perhaps the most 
well-known articulation of this approach is Edwin Suther- 
land’s (1893-1950) differential association theory, which 
suggests that deviance is learned through interaction with other 
people involved in deviant behavior (Sutherland 1947; Suther- 
land, Cressey, and Luckenbill 1992). Your parents’ warning to 
be careful about whom you hang out with is a simple, com- 
monsense version of this explanation. This perspective views 
people as socialized into a deviant subculture. By associating 
with other nonconformists, they learn how to be deviant and 
critical of social conventions, and they may be pressured into 
behaving in a deviant way or joining in deviant activities. 

When deviant behavior becomes part of a group’s collec- 
tive identity, it creates strong social bonds among its members. 
From this perspective, the most effective way to control devi- 
ant social groups is to limit 
interaction among group 
members, thus breaking 
the social connections that 
lead people to violate so- 
cial norms. As we will see, 
however, some subcultures 
are strong enough to with- 
stand attempts to control 
them or break them up. 


Otek te Ciotaholl 


on social theory 


Differential association 

theory explains deviance as a 
learned behavior. Can you think of 
a time when you or someone you 
knew felt pressured to engage in 
deviant behavior? 


DEVIANT SUBCULTURES Weall face social pres- 


sures to conform. In most cases—at home, school, or work— 
parents, teachers, and supervisors reward us for conformity 
and punish us for nonconformity. Over time, we internalize 
many of these prescriptions. Long-term deviance is likely to 


thinking abouteylture 


How can the concept of culture help you to analyze the meaning and significance of 
deviant subcultures, including any to which you belong? 
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ociologist Donna Gaines always struggled to fit in—as 

she describes her life in her memoir A Misfit’s Manifesto: 

The Spiritual Journey of a Rock-and-Roll Heart (2003)— 

but she has found that a sociological imagination is a 
valuable skill for a misfit to possess. She’s been a social worker, 
consultant, journalist, culture critic, and rock critic. As a regular 
contributor to the Village Voice, Spin, and Rolling Stone, Gaines 
has drawn upon her sociological training to explore youth cul- 
ture, focusing primarily on youth-based music subcultures. Her 
1987 Voice article “Teenage Wasteland” described the group 
suicide of four teenagers in Bergenfield, New Jersey. Gaines 
wrote sympathetically of the “rock and roll kids” who died of 
carbon monoxide poisoning in a car parked in an abandoned 
garage, noting that the kids were heavy-metal fans who were 
labeled as “burnouts” by their peers in the local high school. 
Later, when Gaines returned to Bergenfield to talk with friends 
of the suicide victims, she learned about how they dealt with 
their experiences as so-called deviants and how they built a rich 
subculture that gave them a sense of community. She subse- 
quently published a book on youth subcultures called Teenage 
Wasteland (1991). 

As a journalist and critic, Gaines has reported on the world of 
punk music in New York City. All her stories share an interest in 
the music subcultures of kids who feel alien- 
ated from mainstream culture. She notes, 

“| have never thought of my work as a job, 
or of sociology as a profession, rather as 

a passion, a calling. | was very blessed to 
be at the right time and place to do what 

| love and also make a living. Formal train- 
ing in sociology opened my mind and my 
heart, and gave me a wide range of skills 
to draw from.” 

Over the years, Gaines developed a 
close connection with the pioneering 
punk band The Ramones, first as a fan 
and later as a close friend of the band’s 
lead singer, Joey Ramone. Gaines wrote 
the liner notes for the 2001 reissue of their first album, “Ra- 
mones,” and she wrote a tribute to Joey Ramone in Spin maga- 
zine shortly after his death from cancer in 2004. When The 
Ramones were inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 
2002, Gaines wrote an essay that is full of sociological insight 
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require the social support of a deviant subculture, a group in 
which membership is based on a shared commitment to specific 
nonconformist beliefs or behaviors. 

Sometimes deviant subcultures promote behaviors and at- 
titudes that challenge mainstream social norms. For example, 
members of white supremacist organizations often belong to 


“| have never thought 

of my work as a job, or of 

sociology as a profession, 
rather as a passion, acalling.... 
Formal training in sociology 

Opened my mind and my 

heart, and gave mea wide 
range of skills to draw from.” 


Donna Gaines with Joey Ramone 


about the importance of music subcul- 
tures in the lives of disaffected young 
people. As she reflects on her own con- 
nection to The Ramones, Gaines sums 
up her admiration for Joey Ramone: 
“Today the former high school reject is 

a personal hero. By just being himself, 
‘the King of Punk’ gave teenage outcasts 
everywhere something to believe in, an 
alternative to killing themselves or blow- 
ing up the high school.” 


1. How do subcultures help build community among alienated 
youth? 


2. Thinking sociologically, explain why music is so often the focal 
point of youth subcultures. 


a subculture that actively opposes racial equality. Before the 
civil rights movement, white supremacist attitudes were con- 
sistent with social norms within many white communities and 
were reflected in widespread racial segregation backed in many 
places by the force of law. The civil rights movement elimi- 
nated legal segregation and stigmatized overt racism, but white 
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supremacists continue to promote white power and advocate 
the separation of people by race. 

The persistence of white power political activism in the Ku 
Klux Klan and Aryan Nations and various skinhead groups 
is rooted in a subculture that transmits white supremacist at- 
titudes from one generation to the next, building a sense of 
shared identity (Futrell and Simi 2004). Through family gath- 
erings, Bible study groups, informal parties, and other spaces 
hidden from public view, such groups “encourage members to 
safely and openly express their radical racist ideologies” (p. 23). 
These local spaces are supported by conferences such as the 
World Aryan Congress and white power music festivals. In all 
these settings, members of the subculture share stories, listen 
to speeches, or wear clothing that reaffirms their commitment 
to white power, thus emphasizing the boundaries between 
their group and outsiders. 

Music-based youth subcultures are fa- 
miliar examples of deviant subcultures. 
They can provide valuable social support for 
alienated young people (Heckert, Heckert, 
and Heckert 2005). Members participate 
in a community that gives them an oppor- 
tunity to express themselves and connect 
with others who feel as they do. In her ex- 
ploration of suburban heavy metal culture, 
Donna Gaines (1991) found that deviant 
subcultures could help teenagers survive in 
difficult circumstances. The suburban teen- 
agers that Gaines studied performed poorly 
in school, regularly smoked pot and drank 
alcohol, and had their share of encounters 
with local police. These teens knew they'd 
been labeled as losers, and the bonds they 
formed within their music subculture gave 
them a sense of self-worth, providing them with an identity 
that was more than that of troubled kid or loser (see the Sociol- 
ogy Works box). 


LONER DEVIANCE Deviance is not always connected 


to a subculture. In some cases, deviant behavior is intensely pri- 
vate, with little or no connection among those who engage in 
similar behaviors. Sociologists describe this behavior as loner 
deviance, the activities of individuals who commit deviant acts 
without the social support of other participants (Best and Lucken- 
bill 1982). One study of self-injurers, or cutters—people who 
intentionally cut, burn, or otherwise mutilate their bodies— 
found that they have little contact with one another (Adler and 
Adler 2005). Cutters rarely share information about their ac- 
tivities and generally try to hide their self-induced injuries. 
Without the support system of a subculture, most self- 
injurers ultimately stop injuring themselves on their own. The 
instability of loner deviance highlights an important socio- 
logical point: deviant behavior occurs within a specific social 


context. The growth of the Internet and the proliferation of 
online communities, however, may provide new opportunities 
for loner deviants to interconnect. A virtual community can 
provide the kind of social support that is generally associated 
with deviant subcultures. 


Deviance and Structure: 
Merton’s Strain Theory 


Yet another social explanation of deviance emphasizes how un- 
derlying contradictions in the social or economic environment 
can drive people to deviance. From this perspective, noncon- 
formity is caused primarily by inequality, which is embedded 
in social structure. Unequal access to money, power, educa- 
tion, or leisure leads some people to deviant 
behavior in pursuit of these socially valued 
goods. The most effective form of social 
control, then, is to decrease inequality and 
thereby weaken the structural foundations 
of deviance. 

In his classic essay “Social Structure and 
Anomie,” Robert K. Merton (1938) sug- 
gested that deviance results from the con- 
flict between the dominant norms and goals 
of American society—the “normative struc- 
ture’—and legitimate means of achieving 
these goals. Merton’s approach was the ba- 
sis of strain theory, which emphasizes that 
strain or pressure on those who lack the means 
to achieve culturally defined goals leads them 
to pursue deviant routes to success. 

For example, most people in American 
society share the goal of financial success. 
Parents, schools, and the media all promote the importance of 
having a good job, as well as the satisfaction, status, comfort, 
and security that accompany financial success. But although 
many people share this goal, legitimate opportunities to 
achieve financial success are limited and unevenly distributed. 

What happens when the goal of financial success is widely 
accepted but only some members of a society have the re- 
sources to achieve it? Most people will conform: they play by 
the rules and use socially acceptable means to try to achieve 
that goal. They will seek additional education, attempt to start 
businesses, or try to work their way up the company ladder. 
Others will find conventional avenues to success blocked off 
to them because of limited access to higher education, racial or 
gender discrimination in hiring, or a scarcity of good jobs in a 
particular area. 

When conventional opportunities are blocked, people will 
find various ways to adapt to the disparity between goals and 
the legitimate means to achieve them, and some ways may lead 
them to nonconformist behavior (see Figure 8.2). One common 


thinking aboutstructure 


What are some contemporary examples of the connection between lack of legitimate access 
to resources and deviance? How might the structural inequality that causes 
this behavior be addressed? 
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Accepts culturally valued goals? 


YES NO 


Ritualism 


Conformity 


YES 


NO 


Has access to legitimate means? 


Rebellion involves the creation of 
new goals as well as the adoption of 
new means. 


aS FIGURE 8.2 | MERTON’S STRAIN THEORY OF DEVIANCE 


deviant response is what Merton termed innovation—socially 
unacceptable (deviant) routes to success such as embezzling, 
drug dealing, or black market schemes. Thus strain theory un- 
derstands deviance as a response to contradictions in the social 
structure. 

Merton’s theory explains other forms of behavior besides 
conformity and innovation. Those who have access to legiti- 

mate means to achieve suc- 
cess but reject culturally 
valued goals—say, burnt- 
out teachers no longer 
excited by their jobs— 
engage in ritualism, go- 
ing through the motions 
but no longer believing 
in their work. Another re- 
sponse, retreatism, occurs 
when a person has no ac- 
cess to the means and re- 
jects the goals, often lead- 
ing to social isolation and 
withdrawal. Finally, those 
who rebel often create new 
goals and adopt new means of attaining them, thereby acting 
as agents of social change. 

Sociologist Elijah Anderson (1999) explored the develop- 
ment of deviant social norms in an extremely poor neighbor- 
hood in Philadelphia. He found that many young people felt 
alienated from mainstream American society, experienced 
racial discrimination, had few job prospects, and did not be- 
lieve that the police would make their neighborhoods safe. 
Consistent with Merton’s analysis, poverty, racism, and alien- 
ation led many young people to reject mainstream norms, ad- 
hering instead to what Anderson calls the “code of the street.” 
These street norms are the foundation of an alternative social 
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nat on social theory 


The functionalist approach 
emphasizes consensus in social 

life and sees deviance as a means 

of reinforcing social structure. 
According to strain theory, which is 
associated with this approach, some 
people for whom conventional 
opportunities are blocked will 

use illegitimate means to achieve 
success. What examples of this 
behavior—other than street crime— 
can you think of? 


structure, one that emphasizes respect, the ability to defend 
oneself, and—often—the use of violence to gain or maintain 
respect. 

As Anderson’s study shows, in poor inner-city neighbor- 
hoods two social worlds collide: the mainstream social world 
of what he calls “decent families” and the oppositional world of 
“street families.” These represent distinct norms and patterns 
of behavior—social structures—that coexist in the same physi- 
cal space. Those who follow the code of the street are likely to 
be involved in the underground economy, including the sale of 
illegal drugs, and may have enough money to show off their 
fancy cars, clothes, and jewelry and to host a steady stream 
of visitors and parties in their homes. At the same time, the 
code of the street represents a rejection of traditional family 
life, low-wage jobs, and civility. Even those who do not live by 
street values are still likely to know the street code, since know- 
ing this code is often necessary to ensure one’s physical safety 
within inner-city communities. 

Much of the classic research on juvenile delinquency and 
youth gangs has found that youth crime emerges in response 
to blocked opportunities and in the context of long-term in- 
equality, as entrepreneurial young people look for alternative 
ways to get ahead (Cloward and Olin 1960; Thrasher 1927). 
The organized drug trade is also rooted in blocked opportu- 
nities, especially for young men of color in urban areas. Terry 
Williams’s (1990) study of young cocaine dealers portrays 
them as business people, skilled at managing the large-scale 
distribution of illegal drugs. Similarly, Philippe Bourgois’s 
(2003) study of crack dealers in New York’s Puerto Rican 
community shows how young men and women deal with 
severely limited economic opportunities by working in the 
underground economy. 

The point of these studies is not to demonize or glorify the 
young people who live by the code of the street or join gangs, 
but rather to explain the roots of such deviant behavior and the 
appeal of activities that are often dangerous and destructive. 
Such analysis tells us that any viable solution to the problems 
of inner-city alienation and violence must begin with an un- 
derstanding of the structural roots of deviance. 


Deviance: 
Deviant Bodies 


So far we've looked primarily at questions about deviant behay- 
ior. However, we also know that powerful social norms define 
how our bodies should look and perform. We most intimately 
experience society’s definitions of normal and deviant in our 
own bodies. In this section, we look at how ideas about body 
weight, physical appearance, and disability are shifting and, in 
the process, sometimes literally changing us. 
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Body Weight 


Although cultural norms about appropriate body size encour- 
age us to look as slender as a Hollywood star and as fit as an 
Olympic athlete, the body size of average Americans does not 
match this culturally approved definition. The conflict be- 
tween the widely accepted norm of thin-as-attractive and the 
actual size of most people is a source of substantial strain, es- 
pecially for women (Bordo 1993). Almost half (46 percent) of 
adult women and one-third (33 percent) of adult men in the 
United States are trying to lose weight (Bish et al. 2005). 
Widespread efforts to lose weight— 
and the growth of a diet industry that 
includes weight loss programs and 
best-selling diet books—are a response 
to the increasing body weight of the 
American population (see Figure 8.3). 
Because serious health problems are 
associated with obesity, losing weight 
is often part of a broader effort to live 
an active and healthy life. 

At the same time, the desire 
to be thin is rooted in cul- 
tural norms that define fat 
bodies as deviant. Given the 
pervasiveness of the thin 
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CG FIGURE 8.3 | OVERWEIGHT AND OBESITY 
TRENDS IN THE UNITED STATES 

The percentage of adults in the United States who 
are overweight or obese has increased substan- 

tially since the early 1960s. According to data from 
2003-2006, more than 70 percent of men and more 
than 60 percent of women were overweight or obese. 
Data shown here are for adults aged 20 to 74 and 

are age adjusted. Source: National Center for Health Statistics 
(2010). 


ideal, perhaps it is not surprising that people in 
the United States hold negative attitudes toward 
obese individuals (Puhl and Brownell 2001), 
and the stigma associated with obesity has real 
consequences. 

Carr and Friedman (2005) analyzed a na- 
tional survey of American adults and found that 
overweight people are more likely than people 
of “normal” size to experience workplace discrimination, and 
the most severely overweight are more likely to face interper- 
sonal discrimination as well as discrimination from health care 
providers. Further, weight-related stigma can have significant 
psychological consequences; very obese people have “poorer 
self acceptance levels” than people who are at a normal weight, 
which may be attributed to the experience of living with the 
shame of obesity (Carr and Friedman 2005). The connection 
between obesity and discrimination held regardless of race, 
gender, or age, suggesting that obesity may be a master status, 
surmounting other aspects of a person’s identity. 

If a powerful social stigma is attached to fat bodies, what 
about thin ones? Many young people, especially girls, desire a 
thinner body. Up to 50 percent of elementary-school-age and 
adolescent girls are dissatisfied with their body weight (Sischo, 
Taylor, and Martin 2006). More than half of teenage girls and 
almost one-third of teenage boys “use unhealthy weight control 
behaviors such as skipping meals, fasting, smoking cigarettes, 
vomiting, and taking laxatives” (Neumark-Sztainer 2005, 5). 

At what point does weight loss behavior itself become de- 
viant, however? Is it socially acceptable to starve yourself or 
regularly force yourself to vomit after a meal? Those who 
struggle with eating disorders such as anorexia nervosa (an un- 
willingness to eat, accompanied by a distorted sense that one 
is overweight) or bulimia (binge eating, often accompanied 


a 
G People sometimes challenge their classification as deviant. In response to restrictive 
norms about appropriate body size, some overweight men and women have organized a size 
acceptance movement, demanding to be treated with respect and dignity. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


What does this kind of demonstration suggest about the power of people who are 
considered deviant? 
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G On web sites supporting anorexic or bu- 
limic lifestyles, images of extraordinarily thin 
women are intended to inspire people to 
maintain their commitment to losing weight 
and staying thin. Some of these “thinspira- 
tion” images depict women who are not 
merely trim but who appear to be danger- 
ously malnourished. 


CORE CONCEPTS 
CHALLENGE 


What cultural norms might 

contribute to someone’s perception 

that such a dangerous condition 

is desirable? Do people suffering 
S from anorexia or bulimia constitute 

a deviant subculture? If so, would 

they have constituted a subculture 


before the emergence of web-based 
communities? 


by attempts to rid the body of its effects 
through purging) live at the intersec- 

tion of conformity and deviance; they 

are conforming to cultural norms that 

encourage thinness, but following ex- 
treme—and dangerous—methods in their 
effort to achieve an exaggeration of the cul- 
turally preferred body type. 

Eating disorders result from overcon- 
formity, or following cultural expectations 
to an excessive degree. People often re- 

spond negatively to overconformity; for 

example, gifted students are frequently 

shunned by their classmates and very 

attractive women find their intelli- 

gence questioned (Heckert and Heck- 

ert 2004). But overconformity that gets 

a positive response—positive deviance— 

sometimes occurs. For example, we all appreci- 

ate unusually helpful neighbors, and we reward soldiers and 
police officers who take dramatic risks on our behalf. 

Most of us perceive the overly thin, or anorexic, body as 
deviant, perhaps even frightening. In some communities, how- 
ever, this painfully thin body is a symbol of positive deviance. 
A number of so-called pro-ana or pro-mia web sites support an 
anorexic or bulimic lifestyle and display “thinspiration” images 
showing dangerously thin women. In the pro-ana community, 
anorexic bodies are held up as models to inspire those who re- 
ject the definition of their eating habits as deviant, disordered, 
or in need of treatment. 


Altering Bodies 


Most of us think about much more than body weight when 
we judge who is, and is not, attractive. We often consider the 
size and shape of specific body parts, including breasts, eyes, 


nose, stomach, and lips. And people in our youth-oriented so- 
ciety feel pressure to keep their aging bodies looking young. 
Elective cosmetic surgery has become increasingly common as 
people try to make their bodies conform to prevailing cultural 
norms. More than nine million cosmetic procedures were car- 
ried out in the United States in 2010, an increase of more than 
360 percent since 1997 (American Society for Aesthetic Plastic 
Surgery 2010). 

Procedures such as facelifts or tummy tucks are highly in- 
vasive surgeries. They carry all the risks of hospital stays and 
the administration of anesthesia, and they require lengthy 
recovery periods. According to the web site of the American 
Society of Plastic Surgeons (2006), during a tummy tuck (ab- 
dominoplasty), “the surgeon will make a long incision from 
hipbone to hipbone, just above the pubic area. A second inci- 
sion is made to free the navel from surrounding tissue. . 
Next, the surgeon separates the skin from the abdominal wall 
all the way up to your ribs and lifts a large skin flap to re- 
veal the vertical muscles in your abdomen. These muscles are 
tightened by pulling them close together and stitching them 
into their new position.” Although the tone of this description 
is calm and clinical, it is clear that a tummy tuck is a major 
surgical procedure. 

In previous generations, cosmetic surgery was far less com- 
mon than it is today, and it had a stigma associated with it. It 
was widely considered to be a form of deviance stemming from 
vanity or anxiety about physical appearance. In fact, those 
who chose to undergo it for aesthetic reasons went to great 
lengths to keep their surgery secret. But attitudes change, and 
today that stigma has weakened considerably. Roughly three- 
quarters of adult men and women “would not be embarrassed” 
if people knew they had had cosmetic surgery (Brooks 2004). 

Today’s favorable attitudes toward cosmetic surgery, and the 
declining stigma associated with it, reflect a shift in cultural 
norms known as normalization, in which previously deviant 
behaviors become accepted as conventional. As attitudes continue 
to shift, however, new pressures to conform emerge. We may 
be entering a period when those who do not have cosmetic sur- 
gery are increasingly defined as deviant because they are un- 
willing to conform to easily achievable standards of beauty. 


Rethinking the 
Disabled Body 


Some people are automatically labeled as deviant because they 
are born with, or develop, a disability. Activists in the disabil- 
ity rights movement, however, have fought to establish equal 
rights and opportunities for people with disabilities, helping 
produce significant changes in how we think about disabled 
bodies. The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA), 
a landmark piece of legislation that established “a clear and 
comprehensive prohibition of discrimination on the basis of 
disability,” was enacted in part because of a growing awareness 
that defining disabled bodies as deviant has real consequences. 
When potential employers, educators, community planners, 
and others see disabled bodies as abnormal and less-than- 
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Advertisements for cosmetic surgery draw on the anxiety that many people feel about their appearance in a youth- 
oriented culture and suggest that we can choose how we want our bodies to look (/eft). Such notions are not unique to our 
culture, as illustrated by this Ethiopian woman’s lip plate, which conforms to her culture’s standards of beauty (right). 


capable, they have little incentive to open up opportunities and 
create accessible spaces. As a result, universal accessibility has 
become the norm for social spaces, a norm that a university, for 
example, would violate if it were not wheelchair accessible or 
did not provide sign language interpreters. 

Legislation to outlaw discrimination, however, could only 
go part of the way in opening opportu- 
nities. Disabled-rights activists have long 
known that discrimination is connected 
to cultural definitions of what is normal. 
What is needed to prevent discrimina- 
tion is a change in how we define nor- 
mal bodies—a change that remains very 
much a work in progress. The disabled 
still experience hostility and stigma as a 
result of their status as deviant “others” 
(Green et al. 2005). But the definition of 
a normal body is broadening. 

Popular culture reflects these changes. 
For example, Michael J. Fox, an actor 
disabled by Parkinson’s disease in real 
life, did a star turn as an aggressive and 
clever disabled lawyer on an episode of 
The Good Wife. R. J. Mitte, who has mild 
cerebral palsy, costars on the hit drama 


Breaking Bad. 


The debate over Deaf Culture illustrates the stakes involved 
in changing definitions of normal and deviant bodies. Advo- 
cates of Deaf Culture—spelled with a capital D—do not con- 
sider deaf people to be disabled. Instead, they define the deaf 
community as a linguistic minority, rooted in a nonoral mode 
of communication: American Sign Language. Deaf Culture 
advocates insist that being deaf is not an 
impairment that should be corrected by 
medical procedures, and they celebrate 
the shared experience of being deaf in 
a hearing society. Their advocacy dem- 
onstrates how definitions of normal—as 
well as disabled, deviant, nonconformist, 
and other similar terms—are subject to 


Josh Blue, the winner of the 2006 edi- 
tion of NBC’s reality program Last Comic 
Standing, has cerebral palsy, a brain condition 
that affects his motor skills and distorts his 
speech. According to NBC, Blue “uses his 
self-deprecating sense of humor to defy ste- 
reotypes and encourage others to overcome 
their pre-conceived notions about disabled 
people.” Blue’s success is just one example 
of the changing norms surrounding disability 
and illness in our culture. 


Salpog UeIAag :a2ueIAaG pue ainqjn> 


203 


Deviance and Social Control 


CHAPTER 8 


204 


a kind of power struggle between those defined as deviant and 
those who so define them. 

Within Deaf Culture, there is nothing wrong with a deaf 
person’s ears. Instead, the problem results from the distribu- 
tion of power in a hearing-dominated society. From this per- 
spective, members of the deaf community are a minority group 
that must deal with inequalities that reward the hearing and 


make life difficult for deaf people (Berbrier 1998). 


The issue of power is a factor not only for those whom society 
has traditionally considered disabled, but for everyone who is 
labeled deviant. To understand the impact of deviance on soci- 
ety, we need to consider the concept of power and the inequal- 
ity it fosters. Power is significant for four reasons: 


1. Power is connected to our basic assumptions about 
what’s normal and what’s deviant. Some groups in soci- 
ety have the power to define norms, make rules, and decide 
that certain behaviors or attributes 
are deviant. Others do not have 
such power, and consequently 
their interpretations have little 
consequence. As groups work to 
change the boundaries of socially 
acceptable behavior and to define 
certain types of behavior as devi- 
ant, tension and political conflict 
erupt frequently. In the end, the 
definition of what is normal and 
what is deviant often depends on 
the relative power of those who 
promote one particular view. 

This social conflict is not always obvious. Consider 
the case of childrearing and housework, for example. Is 
it normal for women to do a majority of childcare and 
housework? Is it deviant for men to stay at home as full- 
time caretakers of their children? Norms about men’s and 
women’s roles result in part from historical inequalities 
between men and women and the traditional power men 
have enjoyed to define appropriate family and gender 
roles. Men have historically reaped benefits from women’s 
household labor, and women have struggled for the right to 
enter the paid workforce on an equal basis with their male 
colleagues. 


2. Power determines whether and how authorities enforce 
norms and punish deviance. the primary agents of so- 
cial control—parents, teachers, religious leaders, police, 
judges—have the authority to enforce conformity. Because 
of their power, they can penalize rule breakers. For exam- 


ple, teachers have the power to enforce norms of appropri- 
ate classroom behavior; they can punish students who text 
in class or listen to an iPod during an exam. The power of 
teachers and other school authorities to enforce norms and 
discipline students for deviance is often specified in official 
school policies. 


3. Access to power enables some privileged groups to en- 
gage in distinct forms of deviant behavior. Political 
corruption, corporate accounting scandals, and other elite 
deviance requires access to power. These types of deviant 
behavior can harm vast numbers of people or undermine 
confidence in society’s basic institutions. In a classic work, 
Edwin Sutherland (1949) defined white-collar crime as 
crime committed by people of high social status in the course of 
their occupation. For example, Bernard Madoff, who ran a 
fraudulent investment fund that bilked people out of bil- 
lions of dollars, was at one time chairman of the NASDAQ 
stock exchange. 


be 


Power allows some people to escape being branded 

or punished as deviant. People with power can evade 
responsibility for deviant behavior at both an individual 
and an organizational level. Wealthy 
white college students who experi- 
ment with drugs are likely to be toler- 
ated, perhaps even protected, by their 
parents and other adults. Unless they 
engage in large-scale drug distribu- 
tion or develop a drug habit that 
seriously undermines their academic 
performance, these wealthy drug 
users will most likely be spared the 
consequences of being labeled devi- 
ant. In contrast, African American 
youth and teenagers in poor commu- 
nities are more likely to be arrested 
and imprisoned for drug offenses 
(Hirschfield 2008; Reiman and Leighton 2009). They and 
their parents lack the power to protect themselves from the 
criminal label and the corresponding punishment. 


Similarly, when organizations with political or economic 
power violate norms, they may not be defined as deviant or 
criminal. When construction companies cut corners in a 
way that results in shoddy housing, or when politicians ac- 
cept campaign contributions in exchange for political favors, 
they are likely to define such acts as standard procedure in the 
real world of business or politics. Although ordinary citizens 
may see such behavior as irresponsible and corrupt—clearly 
deviant—they have little power to enforce such a label. Of 
course, powerful people caught breaking the law can be subject 
to public shame and criminal prosecution. But since rules and 
violations of them are defined, at least in part, by powerful 
people and organizations, a double standard partially insulates 


thinking about 


ower 


Powerful people can sometimes escape being defined as deviant, even when they violate 
social norms, because they have the POWeF to prevent potentially negative labels from 
sticking. Can you think of any nonconformist groups or individuals who avoid a deviant label 
as a result of their wealth, power, or status? 


AS The 2010 explosion of BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil rig in the Gulf 
of Mexico killed eleven workers and produced a four million barrel 
oil leak over a five-month period. BP paid to clean up the oil spill; 
however, despite evidence that corporate negligence contributed 

to the disaster, no corporation or individual was censured, fined, or 
otherwise punished. 


the powerful from being defined as deviant. Perhaps the role of 
power is most conspicuous in its connection to social control, 
the topic to which we now turn. 


and Deviance 


We are all subject to subtle and not-so-subtle pressures to obey 
the rules, and we all face the possibility of negative conse- 
quences when we do not or cannot conform. In other words, 
we are all subject to social control, the incentives and punish- 
ments that promote conformity in social life. The relationship 
between deviance and social control has been described as 
a “battle to control the ways people think, feel, and behave” 
(Pfohl 1994, 3). This battle may not always be obvious, espe- 
cially because we all internalize, at least to some degree, social 
norms and expectations—a fundamental source of social con- 
trol. This section examines both informal and formal means of 
social control. 


Internal Influences: 
Socialization 


When you were a child, you learned the norms of your culture, 
developed a moral framework for assessing right and wrong, 
and acquired an understanding of the range of attitudes, as- 


pirations, and behaviors people expected from you. That's 
one way of describing the process of socialization, which we 
explored in Chapter 6. One important part of this process is 
learning to avoid what society defines as undesirable ways of 
thinking and acting. 

As we internalize basic social norms through socialization, 
society becomes a part of us, shaping how we see the world, 
make decisions, and evaluate others. Because we have this in- 
ternal regulator, we can often be our own most powerful agent 
of social control. For Durkheim, the internalization of social 
norms is one of the keys to understanding society. That’s be- 
cause Durkheim believed that the only force capable of limit- 
ing human desires and controlling human passions—giving us 
a sense of satisfaction and peace—is society. Without the forces 
of society operating within us, we would always want more 
and always feel miserably unstable. In Durkheim’s (1897/1951) 
famous words, “inextinguishable thirst is constantly renewed 
torture.” Policing ourselves, then, provides a kind of stability in 
social life and is necessary both for the smooth functioning of 
society and for individual satisfaction. 

In contrast to Durkheim’s view, French social theorist Mi- 
chel Foucault (1926-1984) painted a bleak picture of our role as 
agents of self-control. Foucault described contemporary society 
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as Video cameras are used for routine surveillance by both private 
security firms and government agencies in many urban areas. This 
map shows the location of video surveillance cameras in downtown 
Boston. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


_ Which institutions do these cameras cover? What is the 
> relationship between the location of these surveillance 
cameras and the power of the institutions that installed 
them? 
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as one in which “the judges of normality are present everywhere. 
We are in the society of the teacher-judge, doctor-judge, the 
educator-judge, the social-worker judge” (1977/1979, p. 304). 
In this context, we are constantly under surveillance, monitor- 
ing by authorities who police the boundaries of what's normal. 

We even watch ourselves. We “watch” our weight, what we 
say about politics, even how we dress and what we feel. For 
Foucault, this selfsurveillance helps to explain the complexity 
of social control. We are all incarcerated in the prison of social 
norms, judging ourselves and others according to standards of 
normality. And we are always both the subject and the object 
of normative judgments, so we are simultaneously both inmate 
and prison guard—and potential future offender. 

Foucault’s work challenges us to think carefully about our 
own relationship to processes of social control. After all, when 
we push ourselves to be more disciplined—to stick to that diet, 
exercise more intensely, or study harder—we are often our 
own most severe taskmasters. Foucault asks us to consider how 
deeply we've internalized prevailing definitions of what’s nor- 
mal, and he challenges us to understand how our own bodies 
and identities are where that social control happens. 


External Influences: 
Control Theory 


Interior belief systems are only one part of the story of social 
control. We need to consider how conformity is enforced. As 
we saw in Chapter 6, a variety of agents participate in sociali- 
zation. These are also agents of social control, the authorities 
and social institutions that enforce norms and rules, attempt to 
prevent rule violations, and identify and punish rule violators. 

As we saw in the discussion of power, the family, schools, 
and religion serve as primary agents of social control. In each 
of these settings, authority fig- 

ures articulate and enforce 

cultural norms and impose 
consequences for breaking 
the rules. Control theory 
suggests that our behavior is 
regulated by the strength of 
our connection to major so- 
cial institutions, including 
family, school, and religion. 

Instead of asking why peo- 
ple break rules, control theo- 
rists ask why we follow them. For these theorists, the key is the 
strength of our connection to the social control mechanisms 
that prevent us from violating rules. In his classic statement 
of control theory, Causes of Delinquency, Travis Hirschi (1969) 
suggested that social control operates through our attachment 
to parents, schools, and peers and our involvement in conven- 
tional family, school, and community activities. Our strong 
attachments to, and involvement with, these primary social 
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Control theory suggests that 

our attachment to people who 

are important in our lives 

prevents us from breaking norms. 
Think of an example of a time when 
your social bonds prevented you 
from breaking a rule. 


‘thinking abouteylture 


networks prevent us from violating rules by increasing the cost 
of rule breaking. For example, people who are part of a close, 
loving family will not risk breaking those bonds by harming 
other family members. When social bonds are weak, however, 
people are far more likely to break the rules. 

When people become involved in major or ongoing rule 
breaking, the costs of their actions are high and are likely to 
involve the criminal justice system—police, courts, prison. In 
the next section, we examine deviance as defined in terms of 
crime and punishment. 


Punishment 


Perhaps the most obvious form of deviance is crime, deviant 
behavior that violates a law. Laws are specific rules, recognized 
in a community and adopted officially by a governing body, 
that are enforceable by established processes. Unlike those who 
merely violate a social norm, people who break the law may be 
subject to punishment by authorities. 

Crime exists in all societies. As a result, communities have 
specialized agencies to handle potential and actual law break- 
ing. The criminal justice system, which is designed to prevent 
crime and apprehend and punish those who commit crimes, 
is a powerful agent of social control. It includes the police, 
who maintain social order by upholding the law, investigat- 
ing crimes, and arresting alleged criminals; the courts, which 
charge and try those who have been arrested; and prisons, 
which punish those who are found guilty. 

The sociological study of crime focuses on the types of crime 
people commit, the social forces associated with the growth in 
or decline of crime, and the forms, goals, and consequences of 
punishment. 


Types of Crime 


When you think of crime, you probably picture the kinds 
of activities that are the subject of Law and Order or CSI— 
murder, robbery, assault, arson, or theft. These kinds of crimes, 
commonly referred to as street crime, can be classified as either 
violent crime or property crime. Violent crime includes murder, 
forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Property crime 
includes burglary, larceny, motor vehicle theft, and arson. 
Most discussions of crime and crime rates—including official 
statistics collected by the Federal Bureau of Investigation as 
part of the Uniform Crime Reporting program—focus on vio- 
lent crime and property crime. 

However, the most common crimes are those referred to as 
public order crimes. These crimes, such as prostitution, liquor 
law violations, drug offenses, and disorderly conduct, are some- 


Social theorist Michel Foucault argued that socialization makes us our own most effective 
social control agents, as we police our own behavior and attitudes to make sure they 
conform to social expectations and cultural norms. Can you think of any examples when 
you have policed yourself in this way? 
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AN FIGURE 8.4 | MOST COMMON ARREST OFFENSES IN 
THE UNITED STATES, 2009 

Nonviolent offenses, led by violations associated with drug abuse, 
are the most common causes of arrest in the United States. Source: 
U.S. Department of Justice—Federal Bureau of Investigation (2010). 


times called victimless crimes, although the offender's family 
and friends are often victims. For example, the children of a 
parent addicted to drugs or alcohol can be subject to neglect 
or even injury or death if that parent drives while impaired. In 
2008, more people were arrested for violations of the drug laws 
than for any other offense; the second most common reason for 
arrest was driving under the influence (see Figure 8.4). One en- 
during question about public order crime focuses on decrimi- 
nalization, the process of making an illegal action legal. Whether 
or not to decriminalize activities such as marijuana use and 
prostitution has been the subject of longstanding debate. 

A fourth category of crimes is hate crimes, those motivated 
by bias against a victim’s race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orien- 
tation, or disability. More than 7,700 hate crime incidents were 
reported in 2008, and more than half were classified as racially 
motivated. Much debate centers on how best to assess the mo- 
tivations of offenders and whether perpetrators of hate crimes 
should be classified (and punished) differently from others. 
Most states provide stiffer penalties for acts defined as hate 
crimes. The causes of and responses to bias-motivated crime 
are complex. If we take a sociological perspective on them, we 
need to consider how intergroup conflict is a source of hate 


crime and, just as important, how hate crimes (or the threat 
of such crimes) help to reproduce and strengthen inequalities. 

A final type of crime is white-collar crime. We know much 
less from officials and the media about the incidence of white- 
collar crime than about other categories. Many people are not 
even aware of the variety of white-collar crimes—including 
fraud, labor violations, insider trading, bribery, forgery, em- 
bezzlement, and tax evasion—perhaps in part because few 
white-collar criminals are ever prosecuted. The participants 
are commonly from the middle or upper classes, are likely to 
have authority in the workplace, and generally commit crimes 
that are difficult to identify, investigate, and prosecute. The 
exceptions are high-profile 
white-collar crime cases 
that saturate the media. 
For example, in the En- 
ron case, executives at 
that energy company used 
questionable accounting 
practices and other illegal 
methods in the late 1990s 
to hide billions of dollars 
in debt, which eventu- 
ally led to the company’s 
bankruptcy and the loss of 
many employees’ pensions. 
Some Enron executives were eventually convicted of fraud 
and other charges. More typically, perpetrators of white-collar 
crime are neither prosecuted nor forced to admit wrongdoing. 
For example, investment bank JP Morgan agreed in 2011 to 
pay $154 million in fines for having misled investors about 
mortgage-related investments (Wang 2011). 

White-collar crime is in fact quite common, and the finan- 
cial costs are very high. The Association of Certified Fraud Ex- 
aminers estimates that $994 billion was lost to occupational 
fraud in 2008. White-collar crime is also evolving in response 
to new opportunities, with identity theft and online fraud 
growing at a rapid pace (Internet Crime Complaint Center 
2008). White-collar crime has more than just financial conse- 
quences; by defrauding people and organizations, white-collar 
criminals undermine the trust that helps hold society together. 
In addition, white-collar crime has serious physical costs, in- 
cluding death and injury that result from unsafe workplaces, 
pollution, and the distribution of unsafe products (Friedrichs 
2009). 
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According to the conflict 
approach, groups with more power 
in society are able to define norms 
and make rules. They also find it 
easier to hide criminal behavior 

or to escape its consequences 

if they are caught. What are the 
consequences of white-collar crime 
that could affect you, either 
directly or indirectly? 


Crime Rates 


Criminologists and sociologists study crime patterns most 
commonly by examining crime rates, which measure the in- 
cidence of crime in relation to population size. The most promi- 
nent measure tracks the number of crime incidents reported to 
law enforcement officials. Although incident-based measures 
include only crimes that are reported to the police, the mea- 
sure has been used for many years and is considered reliable 
by law enforcement agencies and researchers. Figure 8.5 shows 
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the rates of violent crime and 
property crime in the United 
States over a twenty-year pe- 
riod. As the two graphs show, 
the rates for both violent crime 
and property crime increased 
substantially in the mid- and 
late 1980s but began a steady 
decline in the early 1990s. 
Sociologists have offered 
various explanations for the de- 
clining crime rates in the 1990s. 
The following are the most 
common (LaFree 1999): 


m= An improved economy that 
produced a decline in pov- 
erty and unemployment 


m= A more stable family struc- 
ture, a primary form of 
social control, and the 
institutionalization of vari- 
ous nontraditional family 
forms, including dual- 
career, blended, gay or 
lesbian, and single-parent 
families 


m A relative decline in the 
number of young people, 
who are the most common 
perpetrators and victims of 
crime 


w A decrease in the number 
of crack cocaine users, 
since the drug trade is 
closely associated with 
violent crime 


m= New, more effective polic- 
ing strategies—including 
the development of com- 
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a FIGURE 8.5 | RATES OF VIOLENT CRIME AND PROPERTY CRIME, 1986-2009 
Violent crime and property crime rates peaked in the early 1990s, declined steadily throughout the mid- 


and late 1990s, and remained largely stable in the early 2000S. Source: FBI, Uniform Crime Reports, Crime in the 


munity policing approaches United States, annual. 


that emphasize partner- 
ships between police and 
neighborhood organizations 


mw A dramatic increase in the number of men and women in 
prison and jail 


However, a precise explanation for the rise and fall of crime 
rates remains elusive, due largely to the absence of reliable 
crime data prior to the 1970s. 


Debates About Punishment 


Punishment is an unambiguous and universal social response 
to crime. But why do societies punish? In sociological terms, 
laws institutionalize social norms, and a crime, therefore, of- 


fends all law-abiding citizens by challenging the underlying 


moral framework of society (Durkheim 1895/1982). Punish- 
ment strengthens social bonds among law-abiding citizens 
since it represents their collective disapproval of criminal con- 
duct. At the same time, punishment reinforces people’s com- 
mitment to basic social norms, since punishments represent a 
collective celebration of a shared moral framework. If crime 
threatens a community, punishment is a mechanism for de- 
fending, even strengthening, social solidarity in response. 

Five competing rationales for punishment are generally of 
fered (Conklin 2010; Garland 1993; Sullivan and Tifft 2006): 


1, Retribution. Perhaps the oldest rationale for punishment 
is retribution, or vengeance. To those who hold this view, 


the more severe the crime, the harsher the penalty. Gov- 
ernments act on behalf of individual victims and the 
broader community to deliver retribution to offenders. As 
we will see, some of those who advocate the death penalty 
for murder are applying the punishment-as-retribution 
approach. 


2. Rehabilitation. Since the nineteenth century, one goal of 
punishment has been to rehabilitate offenders—to re- 
socialize criminals into the basic values and norms of so- 
ciety. To adherents of this view, prisons are places where 
people not only serve their time for violating the law but 
also have the opportunity to become contributing members 
of society. People who hold this view generally advocate 
educational and job-training programs in prisons. 


3. Deterrence. Those who agree with this rationale believe 
that when potential criminals see the consequences of com- 
mitting a crime, they will be less likely to pursue criminal 
activity. The form and duration of punishment, therefore, 
needs to be widely known. Those who believe that the 
crime rate declines in response to tougher punishment— 
longer prison sentences, under harsh conditions—generally 
advocate this approach. 


4. Protection. Some people are imprisoned because they are 
defined as too dangerous to live among law-abiding citi- 
zens. This type of punishment is preventive; the criminal 
justice system removes people who may be a continuing 
threat to the community. Many of those who advocate life 
sentences for habitual criminals believe in punishment as 
protection. 


5. Restoration. People advocating restoration as a rationale 
for punishment seek to repair the individual and social 
damage caused by a crime. The offender may be required to 
return or replace a victim’s property. Offenders also help to 
restore their victims’ sense of security and dignity, giving 
victims a sense that justice has been served. Punishment as 
restoration also builds social support for perpetrators and 
helps to restore their community bonds, with the goal of 
preventing future criminal behavior. Those who advocate 
mediation to reconcile victims and offenders are following 
a punishment-as-restoration approach. 


In the United States the prison population increased sub- 
stantially at the end of the twentieth century (see Figure 8.6). 
This expansion occurred while rates of violent crime and prop- 
erty crime were decreasing. By 2008, one out of every 200 
adults in the United States was serving time in state or federal 
prison. Overall, one in every thirty-one adults in the United 
States was under the supervision of the corrections system at 
the end of 2007—in state or federal prisons, in local jails, or 
on parole or probation (Pew Center on the States 2009). The 
primary causes of the expansion of the prison population are 
policies that send more nonviolent offenders to prison, sen- 
tencing guidelines that keep prisoners in custody for longer 
periods, and laws that imprison people for violating the rules 
associated with their parole or probation (Pew Center on the 
States 2008). 


Inmates in state and federal prisons 
per 100,000 population 
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The incarceration rate in the United States increased dramatically 
in the 1980s and 1990s, but leveled off in the early 2000s. Bureau of 
Justice Statistics (2011). 


Punishment doesn’t always build social solidarity, however. 
Inequalities associated with the administration of punishment 
can be a source of social conflict. The criminal justice system 
treats the poor far more severely than the rich: “For the same 
criminal behavior, the poor are more likely to be arrested; if 
arrested, they are more likely to be charged; if charged, more 
likely to be convicted; if convicted, more likely to be sentenced 
to prison; and if sentenced, more likely to be given longer 
prison terms than members of the middle and upper classes” 
(Reiman and Leighton 2009, 111). 

Significant racial and ethnic disparities exist throughout the 
criminal justice system. For example, African Americans ac- 
counted for more than 28 percent of all arrests in the United 
States in 2009, double their proportion in the U.S. population. 
Blacks and Hispanics are imprisoned far more frequently than 
are Whites. Whereas men are incarcerated far more frequently 
than women, the same basic racial and ethnic disparities are 
evident for both men and women (see Figure 8.7). 

Sociologists largely agree that these persistent patterns of 
racial disparity result from long-term social and economic in- 
equalities in the United States (Wakefield and Uggen 2010; 
Western 2007). At the same time, these disparities help to rein- 
force existing inequalities. 

For those who complete their assigned punishment, serve 
their prison sentence, and return to community life, the social 
consequences of incarceration can be devastating. The stigma 
associated with serving time in prison can make it difficult for 
released prisoners to find jobs and housing and to rejoin the 
community. In addition, social networks among ex-convicts 
may provide discouraged ex-cons with incentives to return to 
criminal activities. (The Sociology Matters box on page 211 
describes the Women’s Prison Association’s ongoing efforts to 
provide effective support to women and their families.) 

The rate of recidivism, or return to criminal behavior is very 
high. The most comprehensive study of recidivism in the United 
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Estimated number of inmates in U.S. prisons or jails 
per 100,000 of each group 
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© FIGURE 8.7 | INEQUALITY AND INCARCERATION 


The bars represent the estimated number of inmates held in state or 
federal prisons or in local jails in 2008. Vast racial and gender dis- 
parities exist in incarceration rates in the United States. Black men 
are imprisoned at a rate six times higher than that for white men; for 
Hispanic men, the rate is more than double that of white men. The 
pattern among women is similar but less extreme. Black women are 
nearly four times more likely than white women to be imprisoned, 
whereas the incarceration rate among Hispanic women is about 50 
percent higher than the rate among white women. Source: West and 
Sabol (2009). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


5 How do these inequalities in incarceration rates relate to social 
structure? 


States, which examined the experiences of inmates released 
from prison in 1994, found that more than two-thirds were re- 
arrested within three years, and almost half were convicted of 


a new crime (see Table 8.1). Critics of the U.S. criminal justice 
system point to these high recidivism rates as evidence of the 
inability of our penal policies to prevent chronic crime. Public 
reintegration ceremonies can be an effective means of helping 
former prisoners rejoin a community and can reduce recidi- 
vism (Braithwaite 1989). In these ceremonies, offenders pub- 
licly acknowledge responsibility for their crimes and apologize 
for them, and community members forgive them and pledge to 
support their struggle to repair the damage they have caused. 


Capital Punishment 


No punishment is more severe than capital punishment, 
otherwise known as the death penalty. Although the Supreme 
Court effectively suspended capital punishment in 1972 be- 
cause of its inconsistent application, the Court revisited the 
issue in the 1976 case Gregg v. Georgia, ruling that clearer 
procedures and sentencing guidelines made the death penalty 
constitutional. Executions resumed in 1977. By 2010, thirty- 
five states had provisions for sentencing convicted criminals to 
death, generally in murder cases (see Map 8.1). Between 1977 
and 2010, 1,234 people were executed in the United States. 
More than 80 percent of these executions occurred in southern 
states, led by Texas, where 464 prisoners were executed during 
this time period. Explaining the concentration of executions 
in the southern states, sociologists Marquart, Ekland-Olson, 
and Sorensen (1994) point to “the cultural tradition of exclu- 
sion” in the southern states. “Before it is possible to justify the 
termination of life . . . it is morally necessary to define that life 
as lying outside the protective boundaries of the community. 
Such exclusion was a basic element of the legacy of slavery” 
(pp. x—xi). 

Although the death penalty has substantial public support, 
the underlying rationale for it is a source of continuing debate. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, it was justified primarily as a deterrent 
and a form of protection. Advocates also argued that the death 
penalty would cost less than housing a prisoner for life. Re- 
searchers have found little empirical support for the deterrence, 
protection, or cost-savings arguments for capital punishment, 
however (Radelet and Borg 2000). A recent survey of leading 
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4> More than two-thirds of released prisoners are arrested again within three years of release, and more than one-quarter are sen- 
tenced to a new prison term. Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 

‘Another 26.4% of released prisoners returned to prison for violating the terms of their release; a total of 51.8% of prisoners released in 1994 were back in prison three 


years later. 


— SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Women’s Prison Association 


ince the age of twelve, Luz was a consistent drug user, 

shifting from heroin to crack over the course of thirty 

years. She had a young son and held a job but could never 

“just be clean,” becoming, in her words, a “functional ad- 
dict.” Following three drug-related arrests, Luz was sentenced to 
a drug treatment facility in upstate New York, but she escaped 
from the program and lived as a fugitive for two years. After she 
turned herself in to law enforcement officials in 2003, a judge as- 
signed Luz to an Alternative to Incarceration program run by the 
Women’s Prison Association (WPA). There she began the sub- 
stance abuse recovery process; took classes on writing, comput- 
ers, and yoga; started an internship at an organization for adults 
with mental illness; and ultimately regained custody of her son. 
After a year of drug-free living at WPA’s Hopper Home, Luz be- 
came a leader in WPA’s advocacy efforts on behalf of the children 
of incarcerated mothers (Women’s Prison Association, n.d.). 

Women are the fastest growing segment of the U.S. prison 
population. Between 1977 and 2004, the number of women in 
prison increased by more than 700 percent, from fewer than 
12,000 to more than 96,000. The experiences of women in 
prison (and their families outside of prison) are likely to be very 
different from the experiences of incarcerated men. Almost two- 
thirds of incarcerated women are mothers, most of whom were 
the primary caretakers of their children prior to their arrest. As 
a result, many incarcerated women must negotiate the complex 
process of finding care for their children while also maintaining 
their connections to them. 

Female offenders tend to be women of color in their early to 
mid-thirties (Bloom, Owen, and Covington 2005). Most come 
from fragmented families, are unmarried mothers with minor 
children, have substance abuse problems, and have been con- 
victed of a drug-related offense. Many have survived physical or 
sexual abuse and have multiple physical and mental health prob- 
lems. Although they often have a high school or general equiva- 
lency diploma (GED), they tend to have sporadic work histories. 
In addition, incarcerated women, as a group, commit less-violent 
crimes than do incarcerated men, and female prisoners are more 
vulnerable to prison staff misconduct, including sexual harass- 
ment or assault. 

The WPA draws upon sociological research to build a public 
conversation about women in the criminal justice system, no 
small task since most public discussion about the criminal justice 
system neglects questions of gender. The organization focuses 
on prison life, the experiences of recently released women as 
they reenter family and work life, and the impact on families and 
communities of incarcerating women. Former sociology student 
Sarah From helped to develop the WPA’s research and advocacy 
efforts. For From, sociology helps to connect the dots, mapping 
the links between gender and crime, punishment, and policy. 

The WPA seeks to build bridges between policymakers, police, 
prison officials, service providers, and researchers to reform the 


A woman prisoner holds her infant child near the fence of Indiana 
Women’s Prison in Indianapolis. 


criminal justice system so that it will better serve women and 
their families. The WPA’s Institute on Women & Criminal Justice 
partners with scholars and advocates to define a research agenda 
on women and criminal justice, and helps to distribute academic 
research to media and policymakers. The Institute’s 2006 report 
Hard Hit: The Growth in the Imprisonment of Women, 1977-2004 
documents the striking increase in the number of imprisoned 
women, shows the dramatic differences in women’s incarcera- 
tion rates among the fifty states, and explores the social conse- 
quences of incarcerating women. 

The WPA also created the Women’s Advocacy Project to bring 
the voices of incarcerated women into the discussion. The project 
brings together women such as Luz who have been incarcerated 
or participated in drug treatment or other alternatives to prison 
sentences. The goal of the project is to build these women’s skills 
in leadership, policy analysis, and public speaking. Since 2003 the 
Women’s Advocacy Project has presented New York state of- 
ficials with recommendations for improving the prison discharge 
process, proposed policies for better representing parents in 
New York City’s family court, and presented proposals aimed at 
more effectively reuniting women in the criminal justice system 
with their families. 


think about it 


1. What do you think policymakers could learn from listening to the 
perspectives of incarcerated women? 


2. What kinds of support services do you think would be most 
helpful to women when they are released from prison? 
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those on death row in 2010, even though they 
constitute only about 13 percent of the U.S. 
population (Death Penalty Information Center 
2011). One study in California found that those 
found guilty of murdering Whites are far more 
likely to be sentenced to death than are those 
convicted of killing African Americans or non- 
white Hispanics (Pierce and Radelet 2005). 
Public opinion about capital punishment also 
divides by race; Whites are far more likely than 
Blacks to favor the death penalty, a consistent 
pattern for thirty years (Cochran and Chamlin 
2006; Unnever and Cullen 2007). A Gallup poll, 
for example, reported in 2007 that 70 percent 
of Whites, in contrast to 40 percent of African 
Americans, support the death penalty (Gallup 
Organization 2007). The dynamics underlying 
such longstanding attitudinal differences are 
complex, but research suggests that white racial 
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ae MAP 8.1 | CAPITAL PUNISHMENT BY STATE 


In 2010, thirty-five states had capital punishment statutes. Between 1977 and 2010, 
there were 1,234 executions in the United States, including 46 executions in 2010. 
Public support for capital punishment surged in the 1980s, reached a peak in the 
1990s, and has remained above 60 percent throughout the 2000s. Source: Amnesty 


International USA (2011). 


criminologists in the United States found a broad consensus 
that the death penalty does not have a deterrent effect; 88 per- 
cent of these experts responded that the death penalty does not 
lower the murder rate (Radelet and Lacock 2009). In recent 
years, supporters have offered retribution as the most compel- 
ling rationale for the death penalty, asserting that people who 
commit the most hideous crimes simply deserve to die. 

Critics of capital punishment argue that the death pen- 
alty should be abolished on humanitarian grounds. In addi- 
tion, they note that sometimes innocent people are sentenced 
to death and executed. Many death sentences are not based 
on evidence obtained through DNA testing, which can estab- 
lish whether a defendant was present at a specific crime scene. 
Between 2000 and 2008, more than forty death row inmates 
were released after new evidence (often DNA evidence) proved 
their innocence. 

Critics also point to significant racial disparities in the ap- 
plication of the death penalty. African Americans account for 
35 percent of those executed since 1976 and for 41 percent of 
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degree to which Americans support the death 
penalty” (Unnever and Cullen 2007, 1291). Re- 
search outside the United States similarly found 
that Europeans who harbor negative attitudes to- 
ward immigrants—expressing racial and ethnic 
intolerance—are the most likely to support the 
death penalty (Unnever and Cullen 2010). 

Since 1976, at least seventy countries have 
abolished the death penalty for all crimes. Ac- 
cording to Amnesty International, more than 
two-thirds of countries no longer practice capital punishment. 
Only the United States in North America and only Belarus in 
Europe retained the death penalty as of 2009 (see Map 8.2). 

Some people argue that the enforcement of the death pen- 
alty should be more visible. When Timothy McVeigh, the 1995 
Oklahoma City bomber who killed 168 people, died by lethal 
injection on June 11, 2001, witnesses were present, as with 
all U.S. executions. These witnesses—journalists, government 
officials, relatives of victims, and people selected by McVeigh 
himself—represented the public in whose name McVeigh was 
being executed. Their presence served as a reminder of the 
connection between punishment and social solidarity. One 
writer suggested that we should seriously consider broadcast- 
ing executions on national television, which would force the 
public to think about the social meaning of capital punish- 
ment: “When the state kills in the name of its citizens—no 
matter how justly, righteously or humanely—oughtn'’t its citi- 
zens be obligated to watch? And if not obligated, at least al- 
lowed?” (Lynch 2001). 


| Abolished for all crimes 
& Abolished in practice 
| Legal form of punishment 


RS Abolished for crimes not 
committed in exceptional 
circumstances (such as crimes 
committed in time of war) 


AN MAP 8.2 | DEATH PENALTY WORLD MAP 


By 2010, 139 countries had abolished capital punishment in law or practice. Amidst global debate about 
the ethics and effectiveness of capital punishment, what is the future of the death penalty in the United 


States and throughout the world? Source: Amnesty International (201). 


DEVIANCE AS A MARKETABLE PRODUCT 


s society changes, definitions of deviance change as 


well, bringing about new mechanisms of social control. 


One area of interest to sociologists in recent years has 

been the commercialization of deviance, the process by 
which nonconformist activities or styles turn into commer- 
cial products. These new products often create dilemmas for 
agents of social control. 

In many cultures, specific periods of time are set aside as 
occasions when otherwise deviant behavior is accepted and 
even encouraged. Brazil’s Carnival and New Orleans’s Mardi 
Gras celebrations, for example, can involve excessive public 
drinking, dancing in the streets, and public nudity. Recently 
these occasions have taken on a decidedly commercial tone. 
Mardi Gras and Carnival are tourist attractions more than 
religious festivals. Another example, familiar to many col- 
lege students, is spring break, which can offer the promise of 
unbridled partying while bringing much-needed dollars into 
local economies. 


Practicing deviance for fun in special times and places has 
become a form of tourism, a short vacation from the rou- 
tines of everyday life. This idea of a vacation from norms and 
rules is captured in the advertising slogan “What happens in 
Vegas, stays in Vegas.” 

One sociologist refers to these activities as “playful devi- 
ance”: people “travel to symbolic spaces of leisure to par- 
ticipate in temporary forms of transgressions that they will 
not perform in places where they live” (Redmon 2003, 27). 
Playful deviance takes place apart from everyday life and is 
generally a short-term activity. People experience playful 
deviance as both exciting and liberating, an opportunity to 
act like someone else for a short time. 

The marketing of vacations as opportunities for “play- 
ful deviance” is just one form of the marketing of deviance. 
Businesses also increasingly look to deviant subcultures 
for new opportunities, as in the cases of tattoos and body 
piercing. Skateboarding also used to be part of a deviant 
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a The X Games feature sports that once had a deviant image but 
now are embraced fully by mainstream corporate sponsors. How 
else do companies adopt “deviant” activities in their quest to reach 
consumers? 


subculture, involving young people who didn’t play tradi- 
tional sports, didn’t wear traditional clothes or hairstyles, 
and often had a defiant attitude toward authorities. Skate- 
boarding and other extreme sports were outsider activities 
in the 1970s and 1980s, but today they are increasingly popu- 
lar and mainstream: top skateboarders have corporate spon- 
sors, skateboard styles are available in suburban malls, and 

X Games broadcasts are among the most popular programs 
on ESPN. 

The world of indie music provides many similar examples, 
as alternative bands become popular on radio stations, MTV, 
and in the major-label music business. Punk, rap, and grunge 
music all began in deviant subcultures, and all three became 
commercial genres of music and fashion. The irony is that 
alternative music—and youth subcultures, more generally— 
become commercially successful because they have their 


roots in nonconformity. Deviance sells because it repre- 
sents authenticity in a society full of mass-produced images 
(Moore 2005). Commercial success is a double-edged sword, 
however. As deviant activities and styles are marketed 
widely, they gain visibility and popularity that may under- 
mine their initial authentic image. Once youth subcultures 
are absorbed into the mainstream corporate culture, these 
expressions of nonconformity often lose credibility. Histo- 
rian Thomas Frank (1997) refers to “the conquest of cool” to 
describe the process through which hipster style morphed 
from its association with alienated youth to the centerpiece 
of corporate advertising in the 1970s. 

Businesses have learned that deviance can be packaged 
and sold. The advertising campaigns and new product lines 
directed at the global youth market are saturated with im- 
ages associated with individuality, authenticity, and rebel- 
lion. Advertisers and market researchers actively seek out 
deviant youth subcultures, trying to anticipate upcoming 
trends. In a type of street research known as “cool hunting,” 
businesses search for groups of kids—often connected to 
deviant subcultures—who are perceived to be a window on 
what’s likely to be popular in the near future (Gladwell 1997). 
In the world of the cool hunt, deviance is a potentially valu- 
able commodity. 

Many types of nonconformist behavior are not obviously 
harmful, even though some people consider them offensive. 
In some cases—such as sporting a dramatically unconven- 
tional hairstyle or cross dressing at school or work—the 
potential stigma associated with deviance may become a 
kind of badge of honor, one that people wear proudly to pro- 
claim their independence from stifling forms of convention. 
It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that the growth 
of deviance as a leisure activity or commercial product is a 
sign that social control has weakened substantially. Instead, 
embracing deviance and transforming nonconformity into a 
leisure activity are becoming new mechanisms of social con- 
trol. Considered in this way, deviance-as-leisure is a kind of 
safety valve, allowing us to blow off steam from the pressure 
of social conformity without threatening basic social norms. 
In the age of tell-all reality television, YouTube videos, and 
online role-playing games, we are fast becoming a society in 
which both performing and consuming deviance are popular 
forms of entertainment that may largely reinforce existing 
norms and social structures. 


THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 
ABOUT... 
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Deviance 


Cultural norms and beliefs define what society views as normal or deviant. These norms 
are taught through socialization and vary over time and across cultures. 


In some cases, deviance can result from inadequate or unsuccessful socialization. In such 
cases, people engaged in deviant behavior have not thoroughly internalized social norms 
and are not fully regulated by the moral framework of society. 


Because it runs counter to the dominant culture, long-term deviance is likely to require the 
social support of a deviant subculture, which helps to nurture deviant behavior. 


We learn norms and expectations about appropriate behavior through interactions in the 
small groups that form the basis for social structure. Through their actions, people can 
either reinforce or challenge norms about deviance. 


Merton’s strain theory suggests that barriers posed by social structure can result in 
deviance when a conflict exists between the dominant goals of a society and legitimate 
means of achieving these goals. Strain on those who lack the means to achieve culturally 
defined goals leads them to pursue deviant routes to success. 


Often, powerful segments of society can promote and enforce their definition of deviance 
and effectively label less-powerful people as deviants. Access to power enables some 
privileged groups to engage in distinct forms of deviant behavior without being branded 
or punished as deviant. 


Those in society with few resources—money, power, education, or leisure—sometimes 
engage in deviant behavior in pursuit of these socially valued goods. Those who are 
stigmatized as deviant often experience isolation or discrimination that can contribute 
further to social, economic, or political inequalities. 


The criminal justice system, which is designed to prevent crime and apprehend and punish 
those who commit crimes, serves as a powerful agent of social control. It also reflects 
imbalances of power in society, since authorities can choose which norms to enforce and 
which forms of deviance to punish. 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


~ Looking Back 


Studying deviance, or nonconformist behavior, helps us to 
understand how definitions of “normal” are the product of 
social processes. Definitions of normal and deviant are con- 
text specific. Different communities may respond differently 
to the same behavior. 


Labeling theory focuses on the social reaction to noncon- 
formist behavior and suggests that behavior is deviant only 
when it so labeled by those in power. 


Deviance is a feature of all human societies. Sometimes 
deviance that has been attributed to moral shortcomings is 
reclassified as a medical problem. Sociologists refer to this 
change as the medicalization of deviance. 


Deviant subcultures provide an alternative community for 
people who do not fit in with, or choose not to be a part of, 
mainstream social groups. 


One structural source of deviance is conflict between the 
dominant goals of a society and access to the means of 
achieving those goals. When legitimate opportunities are 
blocked, some people will use deviant behaviors to try to 
achieve these goals. 


By focusing on body weight, cosmetic surgery, and disabil- 
ity, we can see how the body is a site where definitions of 
normal are experienced and sometimes contested. 


Sociological approaches to deviance emphasize the relation- 
ship between deviance and social control. Socialization is 

a form of social control, since we often police ourselves to 
make sure we are conforming to social expectations. Other 
agents of social control, including family, school, and re- 
ligion, articulate and enforce cultural norms and impose 
consequences for rule breaking. 


The criminal justice system, designed to prevent crime and 
punish criminal offenders, is a powerful agent of social 
control. Sociological perspectives on punishment lead us to 
examine questions about the goals, forms, and consequences 
of punishment. 


New cultural dynamics have made deviance a potentially 
marketable product. People sometimes practice deviance as a 
short-term leisure activity. In other cases, advertisers actively 
seek out deviant subcultures, trying to anticipate upcoming 
youth-culture trends. 


> Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


4, 


Identify some unspoken rules or norms in your own family 
or friendship network. How are these rules communicated 
and enforced? What happens, if anything, when these rules 
are violated? Try to answer these questions by focusing on 
one specific rule or norm. 


What is the relationship between deviance and inequality? 
How can persistent inequality be a source of nonconformist 
behavior? Would efforts to alleviate inequality lead to a de- 
cline in the frequency of deviant behavior? Why or why not? 


Think of a specific example of how you police yourself. 

Make this a mini-research project, and keep a running list of 
moments when you encourage yourself to conform to social 
expectations, or when you deviate from these expectations. 


Looking back at your list, what does it tell you about social- 
ization and social control? 


Think about the five different rationales for punishment. 
Now apply these five rationales to the question of capital 
punishment. Do you believe capital punishment is justifi- 
able? If not, why not? If you believe it is justifiable, which of 
the five rationales provides the strongest justification? 


What is your “normal” body weight? Where would you look 
for a definition of normal body weight? How do we know 
the difference between normal and abnormal weight? What, 
if anything, happens to those who violate guidelines for 
normal weight? 
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Key Terms 


agents of social control (p. 206) the authorities and social insti- 
tutions that enforce norms and rules, attempt to prevent rule 
violations, and identify and punish rule violators. 

capital punishment (p. 210) the death penalty. 

collective conscience (p. 191) the shared norms, beliefs, and 
values in a community. 

control theory (p. 206) a theory that suggests that our behavior 
is regulated by the strength of our connection to major social 
institutions, including family, school, and religion. 

crime (p. 206) deviant behavior that violates a law. 

crime rates (p. 207) statistics that measure the incidence of 
crime in relation to population size. 

decriminalization (p. 207) the process of making an illegal ac- 
tion legal. 

deviance (p. 191) behavior that does not conform to basic cul- 
tural norms and expectations. 

deviant subculture (p. 198) a group in which membership is 
based on a shared commitment to specific nonconformist 
beliefs or behaviors. 

differential association theory (p. 197) according to this the- 
ory, deviance is learned through interaction with other people 
involved in deviant behavior 

labeling theory (p. 192) the theory that deviance is the result of 
how others interpret a behavior and that individuals who are 
labeled deviant often internalize this judgment as part of their 
self-identity. 


loner deviance (p. 199) the activities of individuals who commit 
deviant acts without the social support of other participants. 

medicalization of deviance (p. 195) the designation of a de- 
viant behavior as an illness that can be treated by medical 
professionals. 

normalization (p. 202) a shift in which previously deviant be- 
haviors become accepted as conventional. 

overconformity (p. 202) following cultural expectations to an 
excessive degree. 

positive deviance (p. 202) overconformity that gets a favorable 
response. 

recidivism (p. 209) a relapse into criminal behavior. 

secondary deviance (p. 192) deviant behavior that is a response 
to the negative consequences of labeling. 

social control (p. 205) the incentives and punishments that 
promote conformity in social life. 

stigma (p. 192) the shame attached to a behavior or status that is 
considered socially unacceptable or discrediting. 

strain theory (p. 199) a theory that emphasizes that the strain 
or pressure on those who lack the means to achieve culturally 
defined goals leads them to pursue deviant routes to success. 

surveillance (p. 206) monitoring by authorities who police the 
boundaries of what is normal. 

white-collar crime (p. 204) crime committed by people of high 
social status in the course of their occupation. 
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How has Class 
structure 
shaped your family’s 


experiences? 


Howdoes Itu fos 


influence how you 


experience class? 


How does economic 
inequality affect and 
reflect the DOWEL — 
different players in the 


global economy? 
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Class and Global Inequality 


CHAPTER 9 


lfred Lubrano grew up in a working-class family in New York. His father, a bricklayer, helped 


construct some of the buildings at prestigious Columbia University, which, ironically, Lubrano himself 
attended. As he notes, “My dad has built lots of places in New York City he can’t get into” (Lubrano 
2004, 7). Lubrano went on to become a successful reporter, thus entering the middle class. In the 
process, however, he experienced what he calls “the pain of transition.” 

Lubrano loved the strong work ethic, lack of pretense, hearty humor, strong family ties, sense 
of loyalty, and forthright manner that characterized his working-class upbringing, but in countless 
ways, he didn’t fit in. Like his male friends, he lifted weights and played in a neighborhood band, 
but he didn’t share their enthusiasm for customizing cars. Unlike his resourceful father, who knew 
how to stretch every scarce dollar, he had neither the inclination nor the aptitude to fix household 
appliances. He cared about college, not Camaros; he didn’t fix things, he read books. 

But he didn’t feel at home at Columbia, either. The mostly upper-middle-class students he met 
were confident, with a sense of entitlement and belonging that comes from shared experience and 
expectation. Courtesy of affluent parents, they lived on campus, didn’t have to work long hours 
to pay expenses, graduated without debt, and often had family connections that led to career 
opportunities. Working-class students like Lubrano lived at home to limit expenses, spent hours 


working as well as studying, racked up heavy debts, and were on their own finding a job. 
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Fitting into his new middle-class life after school wasn’t 
easy, either. There were little cultural things: eating Brie 
instead of Kraft slices; playing squash and racquetball instead 
of bowling; questioning authorities like doctors rather than 
being awed by their credentials. And there were big things: 
he learned to pursue a career, rather than just get a job. His 
working-class culture was rooted in solidarity with family, 
neighborhood, church, and union. It was blunt and direct; 
you spoke your mind and said what you meant. Middle- 
class culture, in contrast, values individual achievement 
and success, which can require a self-promotion that many 
working-class folks find distasteful. And it involves diplomacy 
and office politics often pursued on the sly; you bite your 
tongue and tone down your language. 

As a result, Lubrano (2004) writes, “Il am two people.... 
With one foot in the working class, the other in the middle 
class, people like me are Straddlers, at home in neither world, 
living a limbo life” (pp. 1, 8). @ 


Ifred Lubrano’s story illustrates the importance of class 
in shaping who we are and how our society operates. As 


Lubrano (2004) himself puts it, 


Class is script, map, and guide. It tells us how to talk, how 
to dress, how to hold ourselves, how to eat, and how 
to socialize. It affects whom we marry; where we 
live; the friends we choose, the jobs we 
have; the vacations we take; the books . _ 
we read; the movies we see; the res- . 
taurants we pick; how we decide to buy 
houses, carpets, furniture, and cars; where 


In Chapter 5, we defined a class as a group of people who share a 
roughly similar economic position and lifestyle. Most of us have at 
least an intuitive understanding of class inequality. We know 
that being rich or poor shapes a person’s life experiences in im- 
portant ways. The streets of any major U.S. city include both 
the luxury automobiles of the wealthy and the shopping carts 
of the homeless. Your community likely has clubs, institutions, 
and businesses that are stratified by the class of the people 
who frequent them—everything from exclusive country clubs, 
fashionable shops, expensive gourmet restaurants, and private 
schools to bowling alleys, discount superstores, fast-food res- 
taurants, and pawn shops. 

Class permeates our popular language. Terms such as “mid- 
dle class,” “blue collar,” and “professional” pepper our speech. 
Many of these terms have their roots in the sociological analy- 
sis of class and inequality. That analysis began with the efforts 
of Karl Marx and Max Weber in the late 1800s and early 1900s 
to understand the growing inequality and wrenching social 
changes that accompanied the rise of industrial capitalism. 
Their ideas, along with those of later sociologists, have given us 

insight into how class operates. 
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The way we experience class in our everyday lives 
(at the micro level) is linked to the social structure 
that helps to perpetuate class inequality (at the macro 
level). Class, then, is about both personal experience and the 
broad structures of social inequality. In a global economy, the 
influence of class and economic inequality encompasses sys- 
tems that are international in scope. What happens on this 
world stage can have a dramatic impact on you and your com- 
munity. For example, the export of good-paying manufactur- 
ing jobs over the past few decades has meant many more young 
Americans decided to attend college to improve their chances 
of getting a good job. However, U.S. students who graduated 
from college during the global economic downturn that began 
in 2008 experienced unexpected difficulty finding jobs. 

In Chapter 5, we examined the concept of power and its 
connection to inequality in society. We considered various 
forms of stratification and how race, class, and gender inter- 
sect to shape people’s experience of inequality. In this chap- 
ter, we take a closer look at one form of inequality—class—in 
the United States and consider the broader context of global 
inequality. 


A society’s economy is the system by which 

it meets these and other needs. How an econ- 

omy is organized affects all other aspects of social 

life, Marx argued. For example, as we saw in Chapter 1, ur- 

banization, driven by industrialization, changed where people 

lived as well as how they earned a living and organized their 
families. 

Marx noted that through most of their history, humans 
lived in nomadic egalitarian societies and fed themselves by 
foraging for edible wild plants and by hunting. Because these 
societies produced few surplus goods, they had little economic 
inequality. However, the emergence of farming about 10,000 
years ago enabled societies to live in permanent settlements, 
develop food surpluses, and accumulate material goods. As 
wealth increased, inequality also increased. Ever since then, 
the fundamental economic pattern has been the same: a divi- 
sion between those who own the means of production—the 
key resources in a particular economy—and those who do not. 
Marx argued that these groups constitute a society's two major 
classes, and the dynamics between them account for economic 
inequality. In agricultural economies, for example, where 
land is the key resource, the central class division is between 
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Large paper-making machines dwarf the workers tending them. 
With the rise of industrialism, capital—needed to finance large 
manufacturing facilities like this one—became the key economic 
resource, giving industrial capitalism its name. 


landowners and commoners such as peasants, serfs, and share- 
croppers, who work the land but do not own it. In industrial 
economies, the key resource is capital—the money to invest 
in factories, real estate, and other businesses. In capitalism the 


basic division is between the capitalist class (or bourgeoisie), 
those who control major capital and own the means of production, 
and the working class (or proletariat), those who survive on the 
wages they earn. 

Marx argued that because of their differing interests, the 
major classes are inevitably in conflict and that this class con- 
flict has been the engine that has driven much of human his- 
tory. Under capitalism, workers try to maximize their pay and 
benefits (often by forming labor unions), while owners try to 
maximize their profits by minimizing the costs of doing busi- 
ness, including labor costs. Thus the working class and the cap- 
italists are locked in an eternal conflict that is part of the very 
structure of the capitalist system. 

Furthermore, capitalists exploit workers, paying them less 
than the real value of their labor. Eventually, according to 
Marx, this exploitation would result in an economic crisis, an 
unsustainable gap between rich and poor, and workers would 
unite to overthrow the capitalist system. The result, accord- 
ing to Marx, would be socialism, an economic arrangement in 
which the state owns the major means of production on behalf 
of the workers, thereby abolishing class distinctions based on 
the ownership of major property. 

Marx was aware of other classes, but he did not see them 
playing a central role in capitalist systems. Small-business 
owners, for example, whom Marx called the petite bourgeoi- 
sie, neither generate profit primarily from other people’s labor 
nor earn wages in somebody else’s enterprise. Marx argued that 
over time the large capitalists would swallow up small-business 
owners. An example today would be local merchants who go 
bankrupt in the face of competition from big-box chains like 
Walmart and Home Depot. 


Through the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, labor struggles in the United States were more violent than in 
any other industrialized country, with hundreds killed and thousands injured in labor disputes. Today, such violent clashes with 
police and military troops are more likely to occur in developing countries, where workers struggle for better wages and work- 


ing conditions. (The photo on the right shows a clash between union members and the police in South Korea.) 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


What does the often-violent history of labor relations reveal about power in society? 


N 
N 
N 


As capitalism evolved, scholars adjusted Marx’s theories 
to account for new developments, especially the rising impor- 
tance of the middle class (Dahrendorf 1959; Walker 1979; 
Wright 1985). For example, in Marx’s day, much of the indus- 
trial base was owned by families or small groups of capital- 
ists. Since that time, however, public corporations have gained 
enormous power and influence. Stock in publicly traded com- 
panies is owned by tens of thousands of different people and 
institutions, none of which have direct control over a given 
company. Instead, authority in the workplace is in the hands 
of highly paid executives and managers who are part of the up- 
per middle class. As a result, when analyzing class, some schol- 
ars focus on the role of authority rather than ownership in the 
workplace. 


Weber’s “Life Chances” 
Max Weber (1922/1978), working a generation after Marx, 


differed from him in two major ways. First, rather than fo- 
cusing exclusively on class inequality and the economy, Weber 
emphasized the interaction of three dimensions of inequality: 
class, social status, and political power. For example, political 
power can limit economic power, as it does when a government 
regulates corporations or imposes taxes on the wealthy. 
Second, Weber differed from Marx in the way he conceptu- 
alized class. Whereas Marx saw class in terms of the organiza- 
tion of work, Weber looked at class in terms of life chances, the 


ah ic order a bottle of fine wine in a gourmet restaurant, a diner not only needs to be 
able to afford the wine, which can easily cost over $100 a bottle, but also must have some 
knowledge of grape vintages, the varieties of international cuisine that the wine might 
accompany, and perhaps even the foreign languages in which the names of wines and 
their labels are written. All of these reflect cultural aspects of class distinctions. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


eS What other common social interactions reflect aspects of class culture? 


likelihood a person has of obtaining valued economic and cultural 
resources. Essentially, for Weber, a class is a group of people who 
share a common market situation—that is, they have a similar 
capacity to earn money and they pursue a similar lifestyle. 

Weber’s approach to class solves a problem with Marx’s analy- 
sis. For Marx, a member of the working class is essentially any- 
one who earns a wage in a workplace that he or she doesn’t own. 
By that definition, a corporate lawyer who earns $200,000 per 
year and a minimum-wage fast-food worker earning just over 
$15,000 per year are both members of the working class. Yet 
the life of a high-paid professional and that of a low-paid ser- 
vice worker are fundamentally different. Weber's focus on life 
chances allowed him to introduce the idea of a middle class. The 
members of this class are primarily wage earners and are not cap- 
italists. Their formal education and training, however, provide 
them with a scarce resource, enabling them to obtain a higher 
standard of living, with different life chances, than most mem- 
bers of the working class. People in the middle class and those 
in the working class often differ in everything from the leisure 
activities they enjoy to their preferences in music and food. In 
effect, different classes have different cultures. 


Is Class Stratification 
Functional? 


For Marx and Weber, class inequality was intertwined with 
struggles for power in society. In contrast, 
American functionalists in the mid-twentieth 
century analyzed economic inequality in 
terms of the positive good it contributes to 
society as a whole (Alexander 1985; Merton 
1968b). In this view, as expressed in a classic 
article by Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore 
(1945), stratification helps to “insure that the 
most important positions are conscientiously 
filled by the most qualified persons.” 

To Weber and Marx, class competition 
produces winners and losers, in part based 
on how much power each competitor has. In 
contrast, to functionalists, free competition 
between individuals for lucrative positions 
produces a win-win benefit for society. Func- 
tionalists argue that for society to survive, 
well-qualified people must fill important po- 
sitions. These positions tend to require higher 
levels of training and often scarce talent. The 
higher rewards associated with these positions 
motivate people to train and compete to fill 
them. Who would undergo the expense and 
years of education and training required to 
become a doctor, for example, if a career in 
medicine provided no greater rewards than 
a job that required only a high school edu- 
cation? Instead of conflicting classes, then, 
functionalists see a continuum of occupations 
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offering a variety of rewards and contributing to the survival 
and smooth functioning of society. 

Critics of the functionalist perspective, however, point out 
that the real world doesn’t operate this way (Tumin 1953). In- 
stead, preexisting inequality affects how competitive a person 
can be, and barriers to mobility often prevent deserving indi- 
viduals from advancing. In any society that produces a surplus, 
conflict inevitably emerges over how to distribute that surplus 
(Lenski 1966). Those who win the conflict can consolidate their 
power, alter a society’s rules and laws, and pass on their advan- 
tages to their children. Critics argue that the functionalist anal- 
ysis fails to account for this kind of enduring inequality and, 
instead, rationalizes and legitimizes existing inequality. Indeed, 
in the mid-twentieth century, when functionalists were formu- 
lating their approach to stratification, many social groups, in- 
cluding women and African Americans, were effectively barred 
from competing for society’s best-rewarded positions. 

Another problem with the functionalist approach to strati- 
fication is that it fails to define what is meant by “the most 
important positions.” Who decides what they are? A top movie 
star can command tens of millions of dollars for a single film, 
while a teacher may earn a modest salary. Which job is more 
“jmportant” to society? 

Although functionalism proved to be an inadequate expla- 
nation of class inequality, it did describe some of the important 
dynamics of the labor market. Some of its ideas are still popu- 
lar and, as we will see, are used in promoting education as a 
means of improving individual life chances. 


the United States 


The students at Grove City High School in the working-class 
suburbs of Columbus, Ohio, were hit hard by budget cuts in 
the past few years (Garcia 2009). All sports were eliminated, 
but the cuts didn’t stop there. Now there is no marching band, 
no student government, and no prom. Cuts like this are a real- 
ity in poor and working-class communities across the country 
that can no longer afford to pay for such “luxuries” amidst a 
deep economic downturn. However, the business of luxuries is 
booming. In 2011, for example, one seller (ridetoys.com) was 
offering a gasoline-powered Ferrari Testarossa scale-model car 
for just over $97,000 for six- to eleven-year-old children of the 
super-rich. In 2010, popular holiday gifts at Chicago luxury 
stores included $20,000 men’s suits, $16,000 women’s croco- 
dile handbags, and $40,000 jewel-encrusted cell phones (Swee- 
ney 2010). 

These starkly different realities reflect some of the class in- 
equality in the United States. As we explored in Chapter 5, all 
stratification systems are characterized by three key elements: 


1. The unequal distribution of valuable resources 


2. Distinctive groups that make up the various strata in 
society 


224 


3. An ideology, or system of beliefs, that explains and justifies 
the existence of inequality 


Class systems comprise all three of these key elements. 


Mapping the Major Classes 


The class structure of the United States can be described in 
various ways (Beeghley 2008; Gilbert 2008; Kerbo 2008; Mar- 
ger 2007; Zweig 2000). The four-class model used here (see 
Table 9.1) combines Weber’s recognition of people’s market 
situation with Marx’s emphasis on the importance of owner- 
ship and control. In this model, each class is identified by the 
primary asset that it controls and contributes to the economy. 
Of course, the lines between classes are not hard and fast; 
people move up and down between them and the characteris- 
tics of individual members in each class can vary considerably. 
Nonetheless, the broadly defined class distinctions illustrated 
in Figure 9.1 and summarized in Table 9.1 can give us insight 
into the dynamics of inequality in American society. 


Capitalist (or upper) class 


11% 


High income 
Much wealth 


4 


| 
a 
~~ 
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Bs 


Low income 
Little wealth 


o~™ 
<>» FIGURE 9.1 | AMODEL OF THE U.S. CLASS SYSTEM 


The bulk of the U.S. population is about evenly divided between 

the middle and the working classes. However, a broader range of 
incomes is found among the middle class, contributing to the elon- 
gated shape of this model. The highest incomes in the capitalist class 
extend far beyond what can be represented here. 


TABLE9.1 MAJORU.S. SOCIAL CLASSES 


Major economic 


asset 


Occupations 


Education 


Income level Wealth 


Capitalist (or 


Investment capital 


The wealthiest often 


Often college 
educated, but not 
necessarily, especially 
when wealth is 
inherited. 


Wealth is central. 
Major holdings in 
stocks, bonds, real 
estate, and other 
investments. 


Top 1 percent of 
household income 
(about $368,000 or 
more). Higher end 
makes many times 
more. 


Ranges from limited 
assets such as a small 


Upper) Class do not work at a job. 
Some oversee the 
management of their 
investments. Some 
are top corporate 
executives. 

Middle Class 

Upper Professionals: 

(“professional”) engineers, scientists, — 

middle class lawyers, doctors, etc. 

Knowledge, 
expertise 

Lower middle Other occupations 

class requiring a college 
degree, such as 
schoolteacher. 

Working Class — Skilled and Wide variety, 


including office 
workers, factory 
workers, sales clerks, 
home health aides, 
customer service reps, 
ele: 


unskilled labor, 
including service 
work 


(including the 
working poor) 


Underclass (or 
Lower Class) 


Typically none; 
sometimes informal 
economy; public 
assistance. 


None—chronically 
unemployed 


55th—-g9th percentile 


home and savings to 


College education is 
essential to success in 
this class. 


High school diploma 
is the norm; technical 
school common; some 
college possible— 
especially when 
vocationally oriented. 


Less than a high 
school diploma is 
common. 


an expensive home, 
significant savings, 
and stock and other 
investments. 


(about $55,000- 
$368,000). 


Usually little or no 
wealth; home is key 
investment; often in 
debt. 


1oth-55th percentile 
(about $12,000- 
$55,000). 


No assets; often in 
debt. 


Bottom 9 percent 
or less (less than 
$12,000). 


Source: Estimate for income of top one percent is based on Saez (2010). Other income ranges are authors’ estimates based on 2009 Current Population Survey household 


income data, retrieved from www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032010/hhinc/newo6_ooo.htm. 


THE CAPITALIST CLASS: INVESTMENTS 
AND INHERITED WEALTH Wealth refers to the 
value of financial assets such as savings, real estate, stocks, and 
bonds, minus any outstanding debts. Income is money received 
from sources such as wages and salaries as well as from the inter- 
est, dividends, and rent generated by wealth. Most people derive 
their income primarily from wages and salaries. In contrast, the 
defining characteristic of the capitalist class (or “upper” class) 
is that its members often generate income primarily through 
their wealth, rather than through employment. 

Some wealthy people have jobs that pay high salaries and 
bonuses, but generally speaking, the richer people are, the 
smaller the percentage of their income that comes from em- 
ployment. Instead, businesses they own generate income for 
them, stocks produce dividends (profits distributed to share- 
holders), and real estate yields rental income. For some, man- 
agement of these investments is their only “job,” whereas 
others hire advisors to manage their wealth and live a life of 


leisure. The number of families in the United States that are 
true capitalists is small, perhaps as little as one percent of all 
households. These families have average incomes of about $1.1 
million dollars a year—a few make hundreds of millions—and 
possess enormous wealth (Piketty and Saez 2010). 

Unlike income, wealth accumulates over time and can be 
passed on from generation to generation. As a result, the con- 
centration of wealth in the United States is much greater than 
the concentration of income (as we will see), and much of 
the wealth of the upper class is inherited. In the 2010 Forbes 
magazine list of the nation’s wealthiest people, four of the ten 
richest Americans were siblings who inherited their money 
from their father—Walmart founder Sam Walton. Even in 
the midst of an economic downturn, each was worth about 
$20 billion. One earlier study found that 43 percent of the 
people on the Forbes list were there because of wealth they 
had inherited. Another 13 percent had inherited a com- 
pany or wealth worth at least $1 million (United for a Fair 
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Economy 1996). Your best chance of being part of this class 
is to be born into it. 


THE MIDDLE CLASS: PURSUING THE BEN- 
EFITS OF EDUCATION The middle class is a group 
that contributes specialized knowledge and expertise to the econ- 
omy. To members of the middle class, education and train- 
ing—usually obtained at college and professional schools—are 
essential resources. Encompassing roughly 45 percent of the 
population, the middle class is often subdivided informally 
into the upper middle class and the lower middle class. Those 
at the higher end have powerful jobs—often with consider- 
able autonomy—that generate large salaries. Unlike capitalists, 
members of the upper middle class rely primarily on their sala- 
ries for their income, though they may also accumulate stocks 
and other investments and own expensive homes. Most law- 
yers, doctors, scientists, engineers, and other professionals fall 
into this category, as do most business executives. 

Lower-middle-class occupations, such as schoolteacher, 
low-level manager, and social worker, generally offer lower 
income, fewer benefits, and less autonomy than upper-middle- 
class jobs. Members of the lower middle class may own their 
homes and have modest personal savings or retirement ac- 
counts but little else. Some lower-middle-class workers— 
such as teachers and government employees—are heavily 
unionized, which can help them improve their pay, benefits, 
and working conditions. 

Although upper-class families can ensure their children’s 
financial success by handing down wealth, education cannot 
be inherited; each generation must learn anew. As a result, 
middle-class parents are often especially concerned about ob- 
taining the best education for their children so that they can 
maintain or improve upon their middle-class status. 


THE WORKING CLASS: LABOR AND SER- 
VICE Like the middle class, the working class is broad and 
diverse, encompassing roughly 45 percent 

of the population. Whereas 

members of the middle 
class are generally en- 
gaged in knowledge 
work and earn a 
weekly or annual 


salary, members of the working class usually make a product or 
provide a service and earn hourly wages. The income range for 
the working class is considerably narrower than the range for 
the middle class. 

All working-class jobs require some skill and knowledge 
(Rose 2004). However, these jobs can be placed on a contin- 
uum, with well-paid skilled trade workers such as mechanics, 
electricians, and technicians at one end and low-paid, relatively 
unskilled workers such as home health aides, garment work- 
ers, and food service employees at the other end. Skilled trade 
workers generally need specialized knowledge, but they also 
work with their hands. Some belong to trade unions that help 
them get better wages and benefits than their nonunion coun- 
terparts. Unskilled workers may only be able to find part time 
or seasonal employment and—even if they work full time— 
earn low wages that may not keep a family above the poverty 
line. These working poor include farm workers, hotel house- 
keeping staff, home health aides, garment workers, and food 
service employees. Union members in these occupations tend 
to enjoy modestly better wages and benefits than their non- 
union counterparts, but they still struggle financially. 

Historically the term “working class” has evoked images of 
blue-collar workers in factories and building construction. Al- 
though manufacturing jobs are still important, today working- 
class jobs in the United States—such as daycare provider, food 
service worker, customer service representative, and retail sales 
clerk—are increasingly service oriented. Because members of 
the working class generally earn relatively modest paychecks, 
working-class families typically have only some savings, and 
they may own a modest home. Many families have no assets at 
all, living paycheck to paycheck or struggling with persistent 
debt. (The Sociology Works box looks at how one sociologist 
examines issues in the changing workplace.) 


THE UNDERCLASS: CHRONIC UNEMPLOY- 
MENT Sociologists often use the term underclass (or 
lower class) to refer to chronically unemployed 

people who have no on- 

going relationship to 
the mainstream econ- 
omy. Members of the 
underclass include 
those only spo- 


SOCIOLOGY worxs 


Russ Eckel and the New Workplace 


n the 1980s, sociologist Russ Eckel could see that work and the 
workplace in the United States were in flux. At the same time, 
Eckel, who had received a Ph.D. in sociology, recognized that 
employees were rarely included in company discussions about 
workplace change. Drawing upon his training as a sociologist and 
his research on automobile workers in the 1980s, Eckel started 
a consulting group, Nommos, to work with companies and labor 
unions. The goal was to help employers and employees better 
understand and manage change in the work setting. 

Since founding Nommos, Eckel has worked primarily with 
major automobile companies—including Ford and General Mo- 
tors—as they have negotiated a changing global auto industry. In 
all its consulting projects, Nommos emphasizes the importance 
of three interrelated elements: (1) bringing employees into the 
center of the picture so that change is not something “done to” 
them; (2) listening to and understanding the employee experi- 
ence; and (3) educating and training workers and giving them 
meaningful work that allows them to use their skills. 

Eckel’s newest endeavor, the Millennial 
Work Project, aims to help organizations 
understand the skills and expectations 
of a new generation of workers—young 
people who have come of age in the era 
of the global economy and the Internet 
and who bring a new style and new set 
of attitudes to work. The Millennial Work 
Project looks closely at the skills, beliefs, 
experiences, and hopes of the generation 
of workers born after 1980 and applies this 
research to specific workplace problems. 

As part of the Millennial Work Project, Nommos contracted 
with a large university in New England and the union represent- 
ing clerical and technical workers at that university to help the 
school and the union understand what young workers value and 
expect from their work. Through discussions with employees, 
Eckel found that young workers differ from their counterparts of 
previous generations in three important respects: 


» Young workers do not want work to take over their lives. They 
have a strong sense of the value of maintaining a life outside 
of work. 


TE 


radically and briefly employed, those dependent on long-term 
public assistance, and those who earn money from the infor- 
mal economy (off-the-books transactions that are not taxed or 
monitored by the government and can include everything from 
childcare services and auto repair to begging and drug deal- 
ing). A variety of reasons can prevent members of the under- 
class from finding or retaining regular employment. Their em- 


Sociology provides 
valuable tools for helping 
companies and employees 

navigate the churning waters 
and shifting tides of the 
new economy. 


~ Like previous generations, 
they want to find jobs that 
allow them to do meaning- 
ful work. Unlike previous 
generations, however, 
young workers fully expect 
to have meaningful jobs. 


~ Employee benefits—in- 
cluding health insurance, 
vacation time, and, perhaps 
most important, educa- 
tional opportunities—are 
an essential component of 
job satisfaction for young 
workers. They recognize the 
ongoing nature of change 
in the workplace and are 
especially 
concerned about opportunities for continu- 
ing education and training throughout 
their work lives. 


Russ Eckel 


Eckel views the Millennial Work Proj- 
ect as a long-term endeavor that will 
become more important as older work- 
ers retire and young workers move up 
through the ranks. For Nommos, sociol- 

ogy continues to provide valuable tools for 
helping companies and employees navigate 
the churning waters and shifting tides of the new economy. 


think about it 


1. How does Eckel’s effort to include employees so that workplace 
change is not simply “done to” them run counter to the usual 
class-based power differences in the workplace? 


2. How do workers born after 1980 differ from their counterparts in 
previous generations? Are some of these differences likely to vary 
by class? Explain. 


ployer may have closed, they may have family responsibilities 
that prevent them from working, they may lack the skills and 
education for jobs that are available, or they may have physical 
disabilities or suffer from mental illnesses or substance abuse. 
Because they are either unable or unwilling to participate regu- 
larly in the mainstream economy, the members of this group 
typically live in poverty. 
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Income and Wealth 
Inequality 


The differences among classes reflect substantial inequality in 
the distribution of income and wealth in the United States. 
Income levels are usually measured by household rather than 
individual, because counting the income from multiple wage- 
earners who live in a single home more accurately reflects peo- 
ple’s standard of living. As Figure 9.2 shows, the highest earning 
20 percent of American households in 2009 received just over 
50 percent of all household income. In contrast, households 
in the bottom 20 percent received only 3.3 percent of all in- 
come. Income inequality has been increasing for decades. 
The top 5 percent of households have seen their share of in- 
come increase by more than 27 percent since 1983, whereas 
the bottom 80 percent have seen their share of the income 
pie decline over that time. (The Through a Sociological Lens 
box on page 229 discusses the intersection of class and race 
in relation to the growing income inequality among African 
Americans.) 

As Figure 9.3 shows, wealth is even more unequally dis- 
tributed than income. The wealthiest 20 percent of house- 
holds, with an average net worth of over $2.2 million, owns 
85 percent of the nation’s total wealth, leaving just 15 percent 
for the remaining 80 percent of households. Even within the 
top 20 percent, wealth ownership is skewed to the top, with 
the top 1 percent of households owning more than a third of 
all wealth in the United States. In stark contrast, the bottom 
40 percent of households has just 0.2 percent of the wealth. 
Wealth inequality has been growing more quickly than income 
inequality. Since 1983, the top 5 percent of households have 
seen their percentage of wealth more than double, whereas the 
bottom 40 percent have seen it decline by 62.9 percent (Wolff 
2010). 


Class Mobility and Class 
Barriers 


Because hierarchical class systems have fewer positions at the 
top, relatively few people can move up to the highest posi- 
tions, regardless of talent, dedication, and hard work. As soci- 
ologist Jay MacLeod (1995) puts it, “Our society is structured 
to create poverty and extreme economic inequality. . . . This 
roughly pyramidal structure ensures that even if everyone ex- 
cels in school and strives ceaselessly for the top, the great ma- 
jority are automatically bound to be disappointed” (p. 239). 
Class structure, then, ultimately limits upward mobility and 
ensures inequality. 

Still, class systems are less rigid than caste or feudal systems 
(see Chapter 5). In a caste system, the caste into which people 
are born almost completely determines their life chances. In 
contrast, class systems permit some class mobility, the ability 
to move from one social class to another. There are two general 
types of class mobility: structural and individual. Structural 
mobility occurs because a shift in available occupations changes 
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INCOME, 2009 


Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2011a, 2011d) 
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Source: Wolff (2010) 


the class system as a whole. For example, in the past several de- 
cades the number of relatively high-paying manufacturing 
jobs has declined, forcing people to find other types of work. 
Since the fastest growing occupations have been those with low 
wages (see Table 9.2), many people experienced downward mo- 
bility. Workers laid off from an automobile factory that pro- 
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Examining the Intersection of Race and Class: Growing 
Income Inequality Among African Americans 


ver a hundred years ago, sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois (1903) 

famously wrote, “The problem of the twentieth century is 

the problem of the color-line” (p. vii). In the ensuing years, 

activists targeted segregation and the legal barriers that 
prevented African Americans and other racial minorities from 
participating fully in social, economic, and political life. By the 
latter half of the twentieth century, the strict color line that Du 
Bois had written about was crumbling, but deeply entrenched 
class divisions remained. 

This shift is embodied in the career of Martin Luther King, Jr. 
During the often-overlooked last five years of his life, King fo- 
cused less on racial injustice and more on what he saw as the 
new social divide in the United States that cut across all races: 
class. As Michael Eric Dyson (2000) puts it, “King sensed the 
raging of a more powerful force than he had confronted in all 
the years of his civil rights struggles: structural economic in- 
equality. ... King saw that in the struggle to free Northern 
blacks, race mattered, but class mattered more” (pp. 82-83). 

By 1980, sociologist William Julius Wilson confirmed that the 
life chances of individual Blacks now were influenced more by 
their class position than by their interaction with Whites. Race 
was still significant, Wilson (1980) argued, but “in the economic 
sphere, class has become more important than race in determin- 
ing black access to privilege and power” (p. 2). Because of class 
divisions within the black community, he argued, black people no 
longer share a uniform experience. A more complex social real- 
ity has replaced Du Bois’s idea of a single “color line,” requiring 
sociologists to examine the interaction of race and class. 

Race continues to contribute to social inequality. For example, 
median family income for Whites in the United States remains 
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vided good wages and benefits, for example, might have found 
themselves working instead at big-box stores or fast-food res- 
taurants for much less. 

Individual mobility occurs when a person’s class position 
changes without any change in the larger class structure. Alfred 
Lubrano’s entry into the middle class, discussed in the chapter 
opening, is an example of this sort of mobility. Despite the 
popularity of rags-to-riches stories, however, most children end 
up with income levels similar to those of their parents (see Ta- 


about a third higher than it is for Blacks. However, income dis- 
parities among black households have grown significantly. As 
racial barriers fall and new opportunities arise, growing black 
middle and upper middle classes have emerged. After adjusting 
for inflation, the number of black households with incomes in the 
$50,000-$100,000 range has increased by almost 50 percent 
since 1970, while the number of black households earning more 
than $100,000 has increased by more than 400 percent (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2010f). 

Not surprisingly, as class differences have increased within the 
black community, significant cultural differences in correspond- 
ing attitudes and values have appeared. In one survey, nearly a 
third of African Americans said that poor and middle-class Blacks 
share “only a little” or “no” values in common (Pew Research 
Center 20074). Over 60 percent of Blacks felt these values were 
becoming more different over time. At the same time, over 50 
percent of African Americans felt that, overall, the values held by 
Blacks and Whites were becoming more similar. Nearly four out 
of ten African Americans in the survey agreed with the statement 
“Blacks today can no longer be thought of as a single race be- 
cause the black community is so diverse” (Pew Research Center 


2007, 4). 


think about it 


1. How does the increasing income disparity among African 
Americans illustrate how the intersection of various forms of 
inequality affects life chances? 

2. What does the African American experience suggest about the 
relationships between social structure and culture? 
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ble 9.3), and studies suggest that the influence of parents’ class 
on children’s futures may be even greater than once thought 
(Bowles, Gintis, and Groves 2005). 

The best way to ensure economic success is to choose your 
parents wisely. Individual decisions, actions, effort, and ability 
are not irrelevant, but they always exist within a structural con- 
text that shapes the options available. This interplay between 
individual action and social structure, of course, is precisely 
the focus of sociological study. 


St es athinkingsaboutstryucture 


How have the structural conditions into which you were born helped to shape the life 
options available to you? How have your own choices and actions been influenced by the 
options available to you? 
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| TABLE 9.2 


TOP TEN OCCUPATIONS WITH LARGEST PROJECTED JOB GROWTH, 2008-2018 


Projected Growth in Number of Jobs 2006 
and Percent Change Annual 
Earnings 
Number Percent 
el 
Registered nurses 581,500 PDD 
A dandit a Very high 
ccountants and auditors 279,400 7 (5515404) 
Postsecondary teachers 256,900 15.1 - 
Customer service representatives 399,500 17.7 
es Low 
Office clerks, general 358,700 11.9 (eriecotes ase) 
Nursing aides, orderlies, and attendants 276,000 18.9 
Home health aides 460,900 50.0 
Combined food preparation and serving 394,300 14.6 
workers, including fast food Very low 
under $21,590 
Personal and home care aides 375,800 46.0 ( $21,590) 
Retail salespersons 374,700 8.4 


o~ 

4» Seven of the ten occupations that the U.S. Labor Department projects to grow the most between 2008 and 2018 have low or very 
low income levels. None is in the high category (§32,390 to $51,530), and only three are in the very high category. What might these data 
suggest for the future of economic inequality in the United States? Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics (2009). 


The Impact of Class 
Inequality on Social Life 


Class has a concrete impact on daily life. People who share a 
common class position often share conditions and experiences, 
such as their state of health, the quality of their education, the 
type of work they do, their level of political participation, and 
their lifestyle. 


HEALTH The impact of class on health lasts a lifetime 
(Chandola, Brunner, and Marmot 2006; Lethbridge-Cejku, 
Schiller, and Bernadel 2004; Schult and Mullings 2005). Com- 
pared to the poor, wealthier people in the United States eat 
better, enjoy better health care, experience less stress, reside in 
safer neighborhoods, and live an average of seven years longer. 
The more education and income you have, the less likely you 
are to develop—or die from—heart disease, diabetes, strokes, 
and many forms of cancer. 

Your health is partly a result of your individual behavior, 
but your behavior is also influenced by the structural aspects 
of class. For example, people with lower incomes are less likely 
to learn about and adopt healthy eating habits, in part because 
they are less likely to live near grocery stores that offer fresh 
fruits and vegetables. Poor and working-class people are also 
more likely to have highly stressful and insecure jobs over 
which they have little or no control. Work stress is a major 
contributing factor to physical illness, including heart disease 


and diabetes, and also to mental illness, such as depression. 
People in higher-paying jobs with a great deal of responsibility 
may also experience considerable stress, but they generally have 
more personal control over their work and are more likely to 
have access to high-quality health care. 


EDUCATION Education is part of what determines your 
class, but the class into which you are born affects the type of 
education you are likely to receive. The more money your fam- 
ily has, the better your education is likely to be. 

The class gap in education begins with the way public 
schools in the United States are funded (Kozol 2005). Because 
school funding is based largely on local property taxes, schools 
in affluent communities are likely to be better funded than 
those in poorer communities and better able to provide chil- 
dren with early educational advantages. Affluent families are 
also better able to afford advantages outside the public school 
system, including private schools, tutors, and test-preparation 
courses. Affluent parents who once provided weekly tutoring 
(for as much as $795 for a single 50-minute session and up 
to tens of thousands of dollars a year) primarily to help their 
children prepare for SAT and other standardized tests, now in- 
creasingly do so to ensure their children get A’s in regular high 
school courses (Anderson 2011). 

The class into which you are born also influences whether or 
not you pursue higher education as well as the type of higher 
education you receive. The families of students attending four- 


TABLE9.3 MOBILITY AND FAMILY INCOME 


Parents’ Child’s Family Income 

Family Bottom Fourth Middle Second Top 
Income 20% 20% 20% 20% 20% 
Jon 20% 7.3% 11% 18.4% Zor 37.3% 
Second 2 20% 10.7 19.5 19.6 22s 0 27a 
Middle 2 20% 15.3 19.2 25 23.3 17.3 
Fourth 20% 24.5 26.2 20.6 16.9 11.8 
Beton 2 20% 42.3 24.1 16.5 10.8 6.3 


aN Class systems allow for some mobility. However, parents’ 
income level is strongly correlated with the eventual income 
level of their children—especially at the top and bottom of the 
income hierarchy. More than a third (37.3 percent) of children 
whose parents’ income level was in the top 20 percent stayed 
there, six times the rate at which children with parents in the 
bottom 20 percent rose into the top 20 percent. Source: Adapted 
from Hertz 2005. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


Most of us would like to think that where we end up in 
: life is the result of our own effort and ability. But the 
f table suggests that social structure is a major influence, 
as well. What factors might be contributing to the 
patterns shown in this table? What does the table 
vs suggest about the extent of intergenerational mobility? 


year colleges have always been more affluent than the popula- 
tion as a whole. By 2005, this gap reached the highest level ever 
recorded. In addition, families of students at private colleges 
and universities have higher incomes than those at public col- 
leges (Pryor et al. 2007). Also, families with a history of college 
attendance have role models who can encourage and mentor 
younger family members to strive for and succeed in college; 
working-class first-generation or students typically do not 
enjoy such resources. 

Higher education is also highly stratified along class lines 
(Karabel 2005; Stevens 2007). At the 146 most selective 
schools in the United States, 74 percent of students come from 
families in the richest 25 percent of the population, whereas 
only 3 percent come from the poorest 25 percent (Carnvale 
and Rose 2004). Despite increased attention to this issue, the 
nation’s top schools have become even less economically di- 
verse in recent years (Kahlenberg 2010b). 

‘There are several reasons for this stratification. First, the cost 
of selective elite universities can be more than $50,000 a year, 
making them far out of reach for most students, discouraging 
those with more modest means from even applying. Second, 
even when such schools offer substantial financial assistance, 
their admissions processes favor better-prepared students who 
have had the early educational advantages that a higher class 


position offers. Third, elite schools often give preference to 
legacy admissions—children of alumni—thereby helping to 
perpetuate class inequality across generations. Such preferences 
are estimated to be worth the equivalent of 160 SAT points 
and increase the chance of admission for legacy children by 20 
percent (Espenshade, Chung, and Walling 2004). 

Less selective schools are more accessible to those of more 
modest means, often because of both a lower price tag and 
looser admissions standards, although students from more af- 
fluent families are still overrepresented at these schools. The 
most diverse schools are two-year community colleges, which 
come the closest to drawing evenly from across class categories. 
These schools typically have open enrollment and lower costs. 
They serve students looking for a two-year degree, students 
planning on transferring to four-year institutions, and working 
adults looking to improve their job skills. Many community 
college students are adults who live at home and work full or 
part time while they commute to campus. Their college experi- 
ence differs from that of students at a four-year residential col- 
lege, an essential life experience for most people in the upper 
middle class (Leondar-Wright 2005). 

In recent years, a growing number of for-profit private educa- 
tion companies such as the University of Phoenix have tailored 
college degrees to the needs of working adults by emphasizing 
flexible online classes that focus on job skills. Some of these 
schools have generated controversy, however, for being excep- 
tionally expensive, failing to deliver marketable skills, and en- 
gaging in unethical recruitment practices (Field 2010). 


WORK _ Your class also affects the experiences you will 
likely have at work. Working-class jobs tend to be regimented 
and closely supervised. Working-class employees often must 
punch a time clock, take breaks and lunch at specific times, 
and even ask for permission to use the bathroom. Their work is 
likely to be closely monitored electronically and by supervisors. 
Overall, they tend to have little or no control over their work, 
and the work tends to be relatively low paying with limited or 
no benefits. 

By contrast, middle-class workers often enjoy a high degree 
of autonomy, looser work rules, less supervision, more flexible 
work hours, and their own office space, and they are sometimes 
allowed to work from home. Often, middle-class workers su- 
pervise working-class employees. 

Middle-class employees tend to work at desk jobs in quiet 
offices with climate-controlled environments on a regular 
weekday schedule. In contrast, many working-class employ- 
ees toil in extremes of heat or cold and in exceptionally loud, 
stressful, and sometimes dirty and dangerous environments. 
Working-class occupations, such as truck driving, logging, 
fishing, farming, and ranching, have the highest rates of death 
and injury on the job. Working-class jobs often involve night 
shifts or rotating between shifts—all of which can disrupt 
family life. 

Many middle-class jobs—especially upper-middle-class po- 
sitions—come with much better benefits than most working- 
class jobs, including private pension plans, medical insurance, 
generous sick leave, paid vacation, and paid educational leave. 
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CONSPICUOUS] CONSUMPTION 


Nt) CHANGE 


In the last half of the nineteenth century, industrialization 
produced a “Gilded Age” dominated by so-called robber 
barons who controlled key industries. These newly wealthy 
industrialists often engaged in conspicuous consumption, as in 
the case of the castle-like Biltmore Estate in Asheville, North 
Carolina (top), which was completed in 1895 for one of the sons 
of Cornelius Vanderbilt, a shipping and railroad tycoon. Today, 
some members of the upper middle class have embraced a 
more modest version of conspicuous consumption, expressed 
through the “McMansions” (bottom) that helped fuel the 
housing boom—and bust—of the 2000s. 
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Top-level benefits can include expense accounts, company 
cars, membership in private clubs, company stock options, and 
tickets to sporting events. 


POLITICS Political participation varies according to class 
in the United States, leaving those with the highest rates of 
participation with the most power. There are bigger class dif- 


ferences between voters and nonvoters than there are between 
Republicans and Democrats; the higher a person’s income, 
the more likely that person is to vote (Figure 9.4). The upper 
middle class and affluent are also most likely to fund political 
campaigns, either directly or through donations to political ac- 
tion committees (PACs), political parties, and other intermedi- 
aries. For example, almost half of the campaign contributions 
to members of Congress in 2004 came from people with fam- 
ily incomes of at least $250,000 (American National Election 
Studies 2007). Early donors get a chance to influence which 
candidates are viable long before a single vote is cast. 


LIFESTYLE When you were growing up, did your fam- 
ily have dinner or supper? Was flying fairly routine for you or 
did you rarely, if ever, travel by air? Was it taken for granted 
that you would attend college, or was going to college an un- 
usual accomplishment? Did your parents have an accountant, 
or did they make use of storefront check-cashing establish- 
ments? Such questions have to do with lifestyles, and lifestyles 
vary by class. 

In an early work on class and lifestyles, sociologist Thor- 
stein Veblen (1899/1973) coined the term conspicuous con- 
sumption to refer to lavish spending, done to compete for status. 
Veblen associated conspicuous consumption with the nouveau 
riche (French for “new rich”); in his day, these were mostly in- 
dustrialists who had recently acquired their fortunes and often 
spent lavishly on mansions and other luxury items. ‘Their life- 
style contrasted starkly with that of people who had so-called 
old money, wealth that had existed for generations. The old- 
money wealthy generally frowned upon ostentatious displays. 

Many class-based status groups recognize members not 
merely by the amount of money they have but by social fac- 
tors such as family heritage, race and ethnicity, educational 
background, and personal behavior. Such groups often de- 
velop formal or informal rules that identify who belongs and 
who does not. Joining an exclusive country club not only may 
cost thousands of dollars just to apply and thousands more 
for membership fees, but it also typically requires sponsorship 
from an existing member, ensuring that only the “right” people 
are allowed in. More informally, class-based status groups of 
ten share a lifestyle because they socialize together, send their 
children to the same schools, join the same organizations, and 
marry within exclusive social networks. These behaviors erect 
barriers of inclusion and exclusion that sometimes involve 
classism, prejudice or discrimination based on social class. Mem- 
bership in a high-status group or low-status group can signifi- 
cantly affect an individual’s life chances, including access to 
education, friendship networks, marriage opportunities, job 
opportunities, and business and professional contacts. 


Poverty 


In 2007, twelve-year-old Deamonte Driver died when an 
infection from an abscessed tooth spread to his brain (Otto 
2007). The Maryland boy, who lived in poverty, had no access 
to dental care, despite being eligible for Medicaid assistance. 


thinking aboutcy|ture 


How did the culture you experienced growing up reflect your family’s class status? 


Percent of citizens voting by family income 
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a FIGURE 9.4 | REPORTED VOTING BY FAMILY INCOME, 


2008 

The 2008 presidential election had a 61.6 percent voter turnout rate 
(McDonald 2010<), the highest in over forty years, but typical class 
differences in turnout remained. The 2010 nonpresidential election 
had a 40.3 percent voter turnout rate (McDonald 2010b), with similar 
class differences. Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2009¢). 


The newspaper story about his death noted that more than 
two-thirds of the children on Medicaid in Maryland receive 
no dental care whatsoever—and the situation is worse in other 
states. Lack of access to dental care, however, is just one of 
the countless hurdles that poor people face every day (Tyron 
2007). Perhaps no group in U.S. society feels the impact of 
class inequality more acutely than those who live in poverty. 

Absolute poverty refers to a scarcity of resources so severe that 
it is life-threatening. Nearly 20 percent of the world’s popula- 
tion lives on less than a dollar a day, one indicator of absolute 
poverty. Relative poverty refers to a lack of the basic resources 
needed to maintain a standard of living considered acceptable in 
a particular society. This form of poverty varies in different so- 
cieties. Being forced to live without indoor plumbing or run- 
ning water would certainly be seen as a sign of poverty in U.S. 
society today, but in some developing nations such conditions 
are common and do not by themselves necessarily distinguish 
people as poor. 

Poverty is not “natural” or “inevitable.” Poverty levels re- 
sult, at least in part, from government decisions about the 
allocation of resources. For example, one reason the United 
States launched the Social Security system in the 1930s was 
to reduce the high level of poverty among those over age sixty- 
five. Today this age group has the nation’s lowest poverty rate. 
Similarly, new social programs introduced during the 1960s 
helped to cut the poverty rate in half between 1960 and 1970 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2010f). Nations with similar degrees of 
wealth have significantly different poverty rates. The poverty 


rate in the United States is one of the highest among industri- 
alized nations. In 2009 the United States ranked twenty-ninth 
among the thirty-one member nations of the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development; only Turkey and 
Mexico had higher rates. The U.S. poverty rate is more than 
three times that of Denmark, the country with the lowest pov- 
erty rate (OECD 2010). Also, many of the other nations pro- 
vide more noncash benefits (such as housing, health care, and 
food), making the impact of poverty less onerous than it is in 
the United States. 


U.S. POVERTY RATES How do we determine who 


is poor and calculate the number of poor people? The federal 
government adopted the method used to determine an accept- 
able standard of living in the 1960s, when policymakers esti- 
mated that poor people spent about one-third of their income 
on food. Since then, the U.S. poverty line has been a measure 
of scarcity determined by figuring the cost of a minimal food bud- 
get and multiplying it by three. Each year, the government ad- 
justs poverty thresholds by recalculating the cost of food. 

The official measure of poverty now significantly under- 
counts the poor, in part because people today typically spend 
one-fifth of their budget on food instead of one-third. Adjust- 
ing the poverty calculation by multiplying the cost of food by 
five would place many more people below the poverty line. In 
2010 the Census Bureau (2010g) announced it would begin 
producing a Supplemental Poverty Measure as an alternative to 
the older model. This supplemental measure reflects real-world 
conditions more accurately by factoring in expenses such as 
housing, childcare, and medical treatment. It may eventually 
replace the old measure of poverty. 

Until then, the government continues to use the outdated 
measure as the basis for determining the official U.S. poverty 
rate, the percentage of the population that falls below the poverty 
line. In 2010 this rate was 15.1 percent, meaning that more 
than one out of seven Americans—46.2 million people—lived 
in poverty (Figure 9.5). 

Poverty threshold figures take into account family size, the 
age of family members, and the number of children in the 
household. The government counts as income not only wages 
but also child support and certain public assistance payments, 
but it excludes noncash benefits such as food stamps and hous- 
ing subsidies. In 2010 a single parent with one child had to 
earn $15,030 to stay above the poverty line. However, if that 
parent worked full time at a minimum wage job ($7.25 an hour 
in 2010), he or she would earn $14,500, just under the official 
poverty line. 


MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT POVERTY The 
picture that people in the United States have of poverty and 
the poor is often distorted, sometimes literally. According to 
one study, African Americans appeared in about 62 percent of 
the photographs used to illustrate stories about poverty in na- 
tional newsmagazines and in 65 percent of the images of poor 
people on television (Gilens 1996). In reality, more than two- 
thirds of poor people in 2009 were white (68.5 percent) and 
fewer than a quarter were black (22.8 percent). Children are 
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more likely to be poor than people in any other age group, and 
more poor people live in rural or suburban areas than in urban 
areas. In the last half of the twentieth century, class and gen- 
der intersected in a feminization of poverty, a trend in which 
women have come to make up an increasingly large share of the 
poor. This trend results largely from the fact that, by 2010, just 
over half of all poor families were headed by a single woman, 
about double the rate in 1960 (U.S. Census Bureau 2011a). 
Other characteristics of the poor are outlined in Table 9.4. 

Another myth is that most of the poor remain in poverty 
for a long time. On the contrary, families and individuals move 
in or out of poverty from year to year, sometimes repeatedly 
(Rank and Hirschl 2001). From 2004 through 2007, approxi- 
mately 31.6 percent of the population fell below the poverty 
line for at least 2 months, but only 2.2 percent of the popula- 
tion lived in poverty for all 48 months (U.S. Census Bureau 
2010f). 

Perhaps the biggest misconception about poverty is that 
people are poor because they are unwilling to work. In fact, 
about 43 percent of the poor are either too old (over sixty-five) 
or too young (under eighteen) to work (U.S. Census Bureau 
2011a). In addition, the poverty rate increases during periods 
of recession and declines when the economy improves, indi- 
cating that structural factors beyond individuals’ control are 
a major cause of poverty. In reality, people live in poverty for 
many reasons. Some are born into it; others become poor as a 
result of job loss, divorce, the cost of a debilitating illness, or 
the addition of a child. People of sound mind rarely choose 
voluntarily to live in poverty. One reason for misconceptions 
about the causes and prevalence of poverty is ideology. 


ca Recession 


2000 


G FIGURE 9.5 | NUMBER IN POVERTY AND 
POVERTY RATE, 1959-2010 

After dropping by nearly one-half in the 1960s, 

the poverty rate in the United States has hovered 
between 11 percent and 15 percent since the early 
1980S. Source: U.S. Census Bureau (20114). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 
_ The poverty rate increases during periods of 


SC recession (shaded), as it did in 2008-2009. 
How are such data an illustration of the role 
of social structure? 


Ideology: Justifying 
Inequality 


Growing up, were you told that you could be 
whatever you wanted to be? That with hard 
work and perseverance you could accomplish 
whatever you set your mind to? If so, you were 
learning an early lesson about ideology. 

As we saw in Chapter 5, in the context of 
stratification, an ideology is a system of beliefs 
that explains and justifies the existence of in- 
equality. An effective ideology helps to legitimize inequality 
by making it appear natural, inevitable, and acceptable. In the 
past, belief in “God’s will” justified strict systems of inequality. 
However, in modern societies other ideologies have emerged. If 
you were raised in the United States, you are probably familiar 
with these common ideas: 


2005 2010 


@ Everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed (but is not 
guaranteed success). 


®@ Success is based on merit (not on wealth, family ties, or 
other special statuses). 


@ People can achieve success through individual ability and 


hard work. 


Together, these beliefs suggest that class stratification is the 
outcome of individual characteristics, unimpeded by structural 
constraints and unaided by group privilege. In other words, 
success comes from talent and effort; failure results from indi- 
vidual shortcomings. The message of such an ideology is clear: 
because everyone has an equal chance to succeed, society is 
fair. 

To state these ideas more precisely, the dominant ideology 
in the United States generally includes the intertwined notions 
of equal opportunity, meritocracy, and individualism. Equal 
opportunity is the idea that all people should have the same 
chance to achieve success. Meritocracy is a system in which people 
are rewarded and are able to advance because of their abilities. 
These ideas suggest that our stratification system is open and 
fair. Finally, individualism is a system of beliefs that highlights 
the importance of the single person over any social group. \ndivid- 


TABLE94 «HE POORIN THE 


UNITED STATES, 2009 


RACE AND ETHNICITY 
Most poor people are White. Of the 43.6 million poor: 
= 68.5% are white (including white Hispanics) 
= 42.4% are white non-Hispanics 
= 23.1% are black 
= 28.7% are Hispanic (of any race) 
= 3.7% are Asian 


The poverty rate is highest among Blacks and Hispanics. 
® Black, 27.4% 
# Hispanic (of any race), 26.6% 
= Asian, 12.1% 
= White, 13% 
# White (non-Hispanic), 9.9% 


AGE 
The poor are disproportionately children. Of the 46.2 million 
poor: 
= Over one-third (35.5%) are children under the age of 18 
(16.4 million) 


= 7.6% are at least 65 years old (3.5 million) 


One out of five children live in poverty (22%)—the highest 
poverty rate; the lowest poverty rate is found among the 
elderly (9%); for adults aged 18 to 64, the rate is 13.7%. 


FAMILY AND GENDER 
Half of poor families are headed by single mothers. Of the 8.8 
million poor families: 

= 51.5% (4.7 million) have a single female householder 

= 39% (3.6 million) have a married couple 

® 8.7% (888,000) have a single male householder 
WORK 
Many poor adults work. Of the 31.4 million poor people aged 
16 years or older: 

= 8.3% work full time, year-round 

= 25.7% work less than full time, year-round 

= 66% did not work at least one week during the year 
LOCATION 
Poor people are found in both urban and suburban areas in 
similar numbers. Of the 46.2 million poor people: 

® 19.5 million (42.4%) are in urban areas 

® 18.9 million (40.8%) are in suburban areas 

= 7.9 million (17%) are in rural areas 


The poverty rate in rural and urban areas is similar: 
= 19.7% in urban areas 
= 11.8% in suburban areas 
= 16.5% in rural areas 


Source: U.S. Census Bureau (20114) 


ualism is associated with personal rights and freedoms as well 
as personal responsibility and self-reliance. The idea of pulling 
yourself up by your bootstraps and the notion of the self-made 
man are popular expressions of individualism. 


Ideologies help justify the advantages of those in power, and 
they are also crucial for maintaining social control; otherwise, 
subordinate groups would more readily challenge structural 
inequality. People who suffer the consequences of economic in- 
equality sometimes believe the dominant ideology and blame 
themselves for their predicament. Many, however, see through 
these ideological myths but do not have the power to challenge 
or change the system of inequality. Although few people actu- 
ally believe that class inequality results from merit and indi- 
vidual effort alone (Smith and Kluegel 1986), holding on to 
the promises offered by the dominant ideology can be a source 
of hope that things will one day improve. 

Instead of relying on ideological myths, sociologists have 
studied how economic inequality really works and found that 
factors other than merit and individual effort heavily influence 
the likelihood of our success or failure. 


and Class 
Reproduction 


Why does class inequality persist? To begin with, families 
and schools socialize people to adopt beliefs, behaviors, and 
outlooks consistent with their class, thus reproducing the cul- 
ture of that class. Public policy also helps to reinforce class 
inequality. 


Cultural Capital 


To explain the reproduction of classes, French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu (1930-2002) built upon Weber’s attention to culture 
and lifestyles. For Bourdieu, people reproduce classes across 
generations by passing on to young people not only money 
but also cultural assets. To describe these assets, Bourdieu 
coined the term cultural 
capital, which consists of 
various types of knowledge, 
skills, and other cultural re- 
sources. Different forms of 
cultural capital are valu- 
able within different social 
contexts. Bourdieu con- 
tended that young people 
are socialized differently 
depending on their fam- 
ily’s class and that they 
learn class-based tastes, behaviors, 

and attitudes that distinguish them from people in other 
classes. As in other examples of socialization, people internal- 
ize these lessons, and the associated tastes, behaviors, and atti- 
tudes come to seem natural to them. These internalized lessons 
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Symbolic interactionism 

stresses the role of interpersonal 
interactions in reproducing culture 
and social structure. Have you ever 
been ina situation in which you 

felt at a disadvantage because you 
lacked the cultural capital to know 
what behavior was expected of you? 
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can help steer young people toward 
class positions similar to those of 
their parents. Bourdieu was es- 
pecially interested in how every- 
day consumption—our choice of 
food, music, fashion, and leisure— 
marked class-based differences. 

Bourdieu (1986) notes that 
cultural capital interacts with 
economic capital and with social 
capital, relationships that are po- 
tentially economically valuable re- 
sulting from membership in a group. 
For example, it is not enough to 
want to sail as a pastime; you need 
to have the economic capital to 
pursue such an expensive leisure 
activity. Similarly, knowing powerful, wealthy, or influential 
people—having social capital—can assist you in getting into 
high-status schools, companies, and professions. 


1 8.2% 


Families: Training Children 


Applying Bourdieu’s framework to the contemporary United 
States, Annette Lareau (2003) studied the socialization of chil- 
dren in black and white middle-class and working-class fami- 
lies. She found that children of the same social class—regard- 
less of race—have much more in common than children of the 
same race who belong to different social classes. Lareau specu- 
lates that, as the children she studied grow up, race is likely to 
become a more significant factor. 

In her study, Lareau distinguished between two types of 
childrearing. Parents who practice concerted cultivation actively 
assess their children’s skills, interests, and behaviors. They ar- 
range play dates; organize sports; provide music lessons, tutor- 
ing, and museum visits; engage children somewhat like “little 
adults”; and ask their children about their opinions, feelings, 
and thoughts. This approach to childrearing is especially 
prominent in middle-class families, regardless of race. 

In contrast, working-class families tend to rely on what Lar- 
eau calls the accomplishment of natural growth. They focus on 
providing basic necessities and on creating opportunities for 
children to spend time at home, playing informally with peers, 
siblings, and other relatives. These parents also maintain a clear 
distinction between adults and children and are more inclined 
to tell their children what to do than to reason with them. 

Each approach to childrearing offers advantages and dis- 
advantages that, in the end, help to reproduce class inequal- 
ity. The constant challenges middle-class children face, and 
the frequent social interactions they encounter with a variety 
of people, socialize them to interact effectively with people 
in many different middle-class settings. However, their hec- 
tic schedules leave them little time to simply enjoy being with 
their families. By contrast, working-class children develop 
more independence and self-reliance, but they experience a 
more limited range of activities, leaving them less familiar and 
comfortable with different social settings. 
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Schools: Individual Mobility 
and Class Reproduction 


One purpose of schools, and higher education in particular, 
is preparing people for employment. In doing so, schools can 
provide individuals with a chance at social mobility while, par- 
adoxically, helping to reproduce class inequality for society as 
whole. 


EDUCATION PAYS The role of education in helping 
individuals to compete for good-paying jobs is well known and 
well documented. Figure 9.6 shows that higher educational at- 
tainment is associated with lower unemployment and higher 
wages. More variation exists within each category of educational 
attainment than these average numbers suggest, however. For 
example, income levels for people with a bachelor’s degree vary 
significantly depending on their major and the type of school 
from which they graduated. Still, 
on the whole, the more edu- 
cation you have, the more 
likely you are to be em- 
ployed and well paid. 
Education can help in- 
dividuals compete, but it 
does not change the class 
structure. As we saw ear- 
lier in the chapter, struc- 
tural —_ factors—including 
how public schools are funded 
and the high cost of higher education—create barriers to qual- 
ity education that contribute to unequal educational outcomes. 
In addition, schools sort students by class. In high school, 
middle-class students are steered into college-prep courses em- 
phasizing independent thinking and self-direction, which pre- 
pare them to move on to higher education and middle-class 
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How would functionalist 
theory explain the relationship 
between education and earnings? 
Do you think this theory adequately 
explains the levels of income of 
different people you know? 


life. Working-class students are more likely to be channeled 
into classes that emphasize the importance of following rules 
and obeying authorities, thereby preparing them for working- 
class jobs. In this way, although schools serve employers and 
the capitalist system by providing appropriately trained work- 
ers, they help to reproduce class distinctions in society (Bowles 


and Gintis 1976). 


REWARDING CULTURAL CAPITAL Culture 
also plays a role in how schools reproduce inequality. Schools 
are generally organized to value the cultural capital of the 
higher classes and reward students accordingly. Since more af- 
fluent students already possess that sort of cultural capital, the 
academic playing field is tilted in their favor, increasing the 
odds they will achieve academic success. Working-class stu- 
dents are at a disadvantage when trying to meet the middle- 
class expectations of the school environment and often feel 
alienated. As a result, they can rebel, refuse to conform to aca- 
demic expectations, and inadvertently 
help recreate their status in the work- 
ing class (Willis 1977). 

Jay MacLeod (1995) _ studied 
young, low-income black and white 
men in Boston, focusing specifically 
on the role of aspiration in their lives. 
The youth MacLeod studied related 
to their schoolwork quite differently 
based on their differing aspirations. 
MacLeod found that the young white 
men he studied had a fairly pessimistic 
outlook on their future. They saw their schooling as irrelevant 
and their prospects as lower than those of their parents because 
of the loss of good-paying working-class jobs. On the other 
hand, the young black men he studied were more optimistic, 
because they measured their prospects against the more re- 
pressive history of discrimination faced by African Americans 
in the past. They hoped their efforts in school would pay off, 
and they expected diligence in the workplace to be rewarded 
with increased responsibilities, promotions, and pay raises. 
However, aspiration by itself cannot overcome structural bar- 
riers. When MacLeod followed up with these black men seven 
years later, he found most ended up in dead-end jobs, like their 
white peers. Most now tempered their belief in the openness of 
American society but often blamed themselves for their failure. 


SCHOOLS AND IDEOLOGY When the students 
MacLeod studied blamed themselves for their failure, they were 
reflecting another influential role that schools play in reproduc- 
ing class: ideology. Schools can strengthen class inequality by 
helping to justify it and by reinforcing the idea that failure re- 
sults from individual shortcomings, not structural biases. 

We are so accustomed to accepting the connection between 
education and unequal rewards that we rarely see data such 
as those in Figure 9.6 as unfair. Instead, we usually under- 
stand them as a reflection of a generally fair system of meri- 
tocracy that rewards those who have ability, work hard, and 
make smart choices about their chosen field of study. In such 


an analysis, we tend to ignore the structural and cultural forces 
that work in favor of students from affluent backgrounds and 
against students from more modest backgrounds. 


Public Policy and Inequality 


Beyond the role of culture, economic inequality is caused in 
part by—and can be reduced through—government social 
policies. These policies tend to follow two different approaches. 

One approach aims to create more equal outcomes by reduc- 
ing the gap between the rich and poor. One way of accomplish- 
ing this is to provide everyone with some basic public goods, 
such as health care and free education, which reduces the im- 
pact of income differences. Another way is to raise the floor 
(raise wages for those in low-income positions) and lower the 
ceiling (increase taxes on the highest income-earners). This en- 
sures a living wage for those doing necessary but lower-paying 
work while limiting inequality that results from extremely high 
incomes. Government intervention of 
this sort produces less inequality. 

The second approach focuses on 
encouraging equal opportunity by 
creating a more level playing field on 
which people compete for scarce good 
jobs. This is usually done by support- 
ing more education as the means to 
individual mobility, thereby promot- 
ing fairer competition. This limits 
government intervention but results in 
more inequality. 

U.S. society and government policy have mostly favored 
the equal opportunity approach over the equal outcomes ap- 
proach, encouraging more education while accepting higher 
levels of inequality. As a result, the percentage of Americans 
over age twenty-five with at least a four-year college degree 
nearly tripled between 1970 and 2009, from about 11 percent 
to 30 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 2010m), but during the 
same period economic inequality increased significantly. More 
education for more people did not reduce inequality because 
it did not change the overall class structure nor did it change 
the rewards associated with different types of employment. In- 
stead, the United States has more economic inequality than is 
found in other industrialized nations. Those countries, in con- 
trast, have placed higher value on reducing economic inequal- 
ity and enacted different economic policies. 

To give one example, the United States is the only advanced 
economy in the world that does not guarantee workers any 
paid vacation, whereas some countries mandate over thirty 
days of paid vacation annually (Figure 9.7). Without the pro- 
tection of federal mandates, U.S. workers in the private sector 
must rely on individual employers to provide paid vacations 
and holidays. As a result, nearly one out of four workers gets 
no paid vacation time at all. Private-sector employees get an 
average of nine paid vacation days a year—less than half the 
number mandated in most other wealthy countries—and six 
paid holidays, also less than in most other wealthy countries 
(Ray and Schmitt 2007). 
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ae FIGURE 9.7 | MANDATED PAID VACATION DAYS AND 
HOLIDAYS IN TWENTY DEVELOPED COUNTRIES 

The United States is the only developed country that does not man- 
date a minimum number of paid vacation days and holidays for its 
workers. Source: Ray and Schmitt (2007). 


WAGES AND LABOR LAWS Raising the wage 
floor helps to reduce inequality, and the most direct way to 
raise low-income wages is to legislate a minimum wage. Be- 
cause the federal minimum wage is not adjusted for inflation, 
its real value has fluctuated since it was first implemented in 
1938. It peaked at $8.71 in 1968 (in 2009 dollars), was allowed 
to reach a nearly sixty-year low by 2007, and was increased to 
$7.25 an hour by 2009 (Shierholz 2009). Given the relatively 
low federal minimum wage, some states implement their own, 
higher, minimum. 

Labor laws that enable workers to form unions without fear 
of being fired can also help ensure higher wages and better 
benefits. Union members in the United States earn, on average, 
about 14 percent more in wages than nonunion workers (after 


controlling for experience, education, region, industry, occupa- 
tion, and marital status). Measured against comparable non- 
union workers, the rate of union members with health insur- 
ance is 28 percent higher; the rate with pensions is 54 percent 
higher; and union members enjoy 26 percent more vacation 
time (Mishel, Bernstein, and Shierholz 2009). 

Current labor laws make it very difficult for workers to join 
a union, while making it relatively safe for private employers to 
try to get rid of unions (“union busting”) or to prevent work- 
ers from forming them (Compa 2004; Levitt 1993; Logan 
2006; Mehta and Theodore 2005). In 2010, only 6.9 percent 
of private-sector workers belonged to a union. Public-sector 
(government) employees have been less likely to face union- 
busting tactics and are five times as likely (36.2 percent) as 
private-sector workers to belong to a union (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2011a). In recent years, though, some state leg- 
islatures—typically citing budgetary concerns—have curtailed 
or eliminated the rights of public-sector unions to bargain col- 
lectively. This trend, illustrated dramatically by a lengthy con- 
flict in Wisconsin in 2011, expanded to the public sector the 
attack on unions that had long characterized the private sector. 
Polls, however, indicate greater disapproval than approval of 
these attempts to curtail public-sector unions (Keeter 2011). 
Partly as a consequence of the low rate of unionization in the 
United States, many U.S. workers have relatively low wages 
and benefits compared to workers in other industrialized coun- 
tries. (The Sociology Matters box examines how sociologists 
have studied the challenges facing workers’ organizing efforts.) 


TAXES Ifthe minimum wage raises the floor to reduce in- 
equality, then imposing higher taxes on the wealthy lowers the 
ceiling. But compared to a half-century ago, the wealthy today 
enjoy substantially lower taxes whereas taxes on middle-income 
families are higher than they were (Johnston 2003, 2007). Ina 
system of progressive taxation, those with higher incomes pay 
a higher tax rate. Throughout the 1950s the U.S. federal tax 
rate on personal income beyond the first $400,000 for married 
couples filing jointly was more than 90 percent (Figure 9.8)—a 
highly progressive rate aimed at limiting the extremes of income 
inequality. However, that rate was slashed in the 1980s and to- 
day it stands at 35 percent. The tax rate on capital gains—in- 
come earned from investments mainly by those in the high- 
est income brackets—has similarly been cut by more than half 
since the mid-1970s. In contrast, the top tax rate for median 
family incomes rose substantially in the late 1960s and 1970s, 
and although it dropped again in the 1980s, it remains higher 
today than it was in 1955 (Tax Policy Center 201 1a). 

Well-known billionaire investor Warren Buffett has criti- 
cized this system, noting that because capital gains are taxed 
at a lower rate than wages, the tax rate on his income is nearly 
half that of his secretary (Bawden 2007). In late 2010, he ar- 
gued that taxes should be cut for most Americans, “But I think 
that people at the high end—people like myself—should be 
paying a lot more in taxes. We have it better than we've ever 
had it” (Ovide 2010). 

American workers pay more in taxes than they used to in part 
because corporations pay less. One congressional study found 
that, by taking advantage of tax loopholes, nearly two-thirds of 
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Why David Sometimes Wins: Organizing Workers 


orkers in the United States face an uphill battle in orga- 

nizing. On paper, they have the right to join a labor union 

to pursue good wages, benefits, and working conditions. 

In reality, though, labor laws are stacked against them 
while giving employers an unfair advantage, according to the 
international human rights group Human Rights Watch (Compa 
2004). For example, employers can legally launch aggressive 
pressure campaigns against employees attempting to organize, — 
including holding mandatory meetings at which workers are often 
threatened with dire consequences if they join a union. Employers 
are even allowed to permanently replace workers who strike over 
wages and working conditions. Employers also often illegally fire 
workers who try to organize a union, exploiting a slow and inef- 
fectual legal process that can tie up worker complaints about labor 
law violations for months or even years, reaching resolutions long 
after a union election is held (Compa 2004). 

Such laws and procedures contribute to a relatively weak labor 
union movement in the United States compared to many other 
industrialized countries. Union weakness is a factor that contrib- 
utes to higher poverty rates and greater economic inequality, and 
is one of the key reasons why many U.S. workers do not have the 
sorts of wages and benefits that workers in other nations enjoy. 

Sociologists have been studying the organizing efforts of 
workers and identifying their most effective organizing strate- 
gies. For example, Jennifer Chun (2009) showed how low-wage 
service workers in both the United States and Korea have gained 
wide community support by focusing on broad and culturally 
resonant issues of social justice rather than on narrow workplace 
disputes. After studying California organizing campaigns in the 
janitorial services, residential construction, railroad transporta- 
tion, and apparel industries, Ruth Milkman (2006) found that, 
contrary to conventional wisdom, organizing campaigns were 
more likely to fail from inadequate funds than from employer 
opposition and were more likely to be successful if run ina 
“top-down” fashion by labor leaders (rather than from below by 
rank-and-file workers). She also found that immigrant workers 
were sometimes more effective at organizing than native workers 
because they have a stronger sense of group solidarity resulting, 
in part, from their experience with labor and political struggles in 
their native countries. Moon-Kie Jung (2006), who analyzed the 
efforts of Hawaii’s agricultural workers to organize over a fifty- 
year period, found that by explicitly embracing diversity—even 
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U.S. companies and 68 percent of foreign companies pay no in- 
come tax at all (Government Accountability Office 2008). For 
example, forty-six of the biggest U.S. corporations paid no in- 
come tax in 2003, including Walt Disney, Reebok, Time War- 
ner, Marriott International, AT&T, and Boeing (McIntyre and 
Nguyen 2004). The government has made up the difference by 
increasing the payroll taxes on workers (also known as FICA— 
Federal Insurance Contributions Act), which pay for Medicare 
and Social Security. Payroll taxes are a form of regressive taxa- 


reserving certain union positions for representatives from dif- 
ferent racial and ethnic groups—workers successfully countered 
employers’ efforts to keep them divided along ethnic lines by 
repeatedly bringing in new workers from different countries. 

Sociologist Marshall Ganz draws on his own experience as a 
labor organizer in his work in labor studies. In the 1960s, Ganz 
dropped out of college to work with the United Farm Workers, 
best known for its charismatic leader Cesar Chavez. Ganz eventu- 
ally became the union’s head of organizing, helping direct one of 
the most famous labor struggles in U.S. history. He later returned 
to school, got a Ph.D. in sociology and began teaching at Harvard 
University about organizing and leadership strategies. In 2008, 
Barack Obama’s presidential campaign tapped his expertise, 
making him a key advisor for the training of the campaign’s field 
organizers. 

In 2009, Ganz wrote Why David Sometimes Wins, a sociologi- 
cal analysis of his experiences with the United Farm Workers 
whose title invokes the biblical struggle of an underdog against 
a giant. Ganz (2009) argues that the success of the farm workers 
developed from diverse leadership teams—in terms of factors 
such as ethnicity and gender—with ties to different social net- 
works. They built the union’s strategic capacity—doing the most 
with what resources they had—through an ongoing process of 
experimentation, learning, and adaptation that involved taking 
risks, evaluating results, and implementing changes in strategy. 
In this way, ordinary workers built an organizational structure 
that had the power to influence employers with much greater re- 
sources. When such strategies were later abandoned, he argues, 
the union’s effectiveness declined. 

The odds are still stacked against workers, but such nuanced 
sociological studies have provided organizers with a range of 
insights to improve the effectiveness of their work. Some sociolo- 
gists argue that a revitalized and more effective labor movement 
is essential to reducing economic inequality (Clawson 2003). 


think about it 


1. What role do culture, structure, and power play in these 
sociological analyses of union organizing? 


2. How might a stronger labor movement in the United States 
affect political decision-making, as well as the conditions of 
workers? 


PII TBE PEALE 


tion since they disproportionately affect those with lower incomes. 
For example, as of 2010, federal law exempted income above 
$106,800 per year from the Social Security payroll tax. 

Taxing the inheritance of large estates has traditionally been 
another way to help reduce the concentration of wealth. When 
the first-ever U.S. billionaire, oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller, 
died in 1937, his children paid a 70 percent estate tax on most 
of his fortune they inherited, leaving them and their offspring 
with enough money to remain among the nation’s wealthiest 
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Source: Tax Policy Center. 


people to this day. The situation was different when oil indus- 
try billionaire Dan Duncan died in 2010. This time, because 
of dramatic changes in U.S. tax policy, Duncan’s four children 
inherited his $9 billion fortune tax-free, making Duncan the 
first billionaire ever to pass on his estate without paying a sin- 
gle dollar in estate taxes (Collins and Pizzigati 2010). 


PUBLIC ASSISTANCE Public policy also affects eco- 
nomic inequality through the administration of public assis- 
tance programs. Public assistance includes either tax credits or 
actual payments and benefits provided to citizens by the govern- 
ment. Welfare for the poor is the best-known form of public 
assistance. It includes cash payments, food stamps, childcare, 
and housing subsidies. Since major welfare reform took effect 
in the mid-1990s, the focus of welfare benefits has shifted from 
direct cash payments to programs that promote work, such as 
job training and childcare. 

Contrary to popular perception, however, most public as- 
sistance goes to people in the middle and working classes—not 
the poor. If you are attending a state college or university, for ex- 
ample, you are benefiting from public assistance, because the 
cost of your education is subsidized by taxpayers. Perhaps the most 
important form of middle-class public assistance is the home 
mortgage tax deduction, which allows homeowners to deduct 
the interest on a loan of up to $1 million used to purchase or 
improve a home; the larger the price tag on the home, the larger 
the government tax break. Consequently, about 80 percent of 


2000 


home mortgage tax benefits go to the top 20 
percent of households in terms of income. In 
2008 the mortgage interest tax deduction pro- 
gram cost the federal government about $100 
billion, three times the amount spent on all 
public housing and low-income housing sub- 
sidies combined (Blau and Abramowitz 2007; 
Timiraos 2009). 

The public assistance provided to corpo- 
rations, sometimes referred to as “corporate 
welfare,” is also many times more generous 
than the assistance given to the poor. Corpo- 
rations—and indirectly the shareholders who 
own them—receive billions in this kind of 
assistance in the form of direct subsidies and 
tax breaks and the free or low-cost use of pub- 
lic resources such as forests. For example, in 
2006 the federal government paid $21 billion 
in direct subsidies to agricultural concerns— 
many of which are large, profitable agribusi- 
ness corporations. Of that money, 66 percent 
went to the richest 10 percent of recipients 
(Slivinski 2007). States and localities, too, of 
ten compete to attract businesses by slashing 
taxes, paying for infrastructure, subsidizing 
utilities, and providing other incentives, all at 
taxpayer expense. In 2008 and 2009 the fed- 
eral government spent hundreds of billions of dollars bailing 
out large banks after they teetered on the brink of collapse, 
largely due to irresponsible lending practices, threatening the 
broader economy. Though some of these loans were repaid, 
the bailouts cost taxpayers many billions of dollars and were 
the biggest example of corporate welfare in U.S. history (Kiel 
2011; SourceWatch 2010). 

‘The use of public resources to aid the middle and upper 
classes is the outcome of a political process. Those with the 
most political power write the rules, and they tend to write 
them for their own benefit. As we will see, political power also 
plays a role in global inequality. 
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Inequality 


In 2010, as its stock price surged, Apple surpassed Microsoft 
for the first time as the world’s most valuable high-tech com- 
pany, likely bringing smiles to the faces of its investors (Helft 
and Vance 2010). But in China, workers who assemble many 
Apple products, including the popular iPhone and iPad, were 
not celebrating the good news. Instead, ten of them committed 
suicide in the first five months of the year, most by jumping off 
the balconies of company-built dormitories next to their mas- 


thinking about 


power 


How do the social policies that the government enacts, such as tax policy, reflect the 
relative power of different segments of society? 
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This map is based on 2008 per-capita income (average income per person). Per-capita income in low-income countries is $975 
per year or less; in lower-middle-income countries, $976-$3,855; in upper-middle-income countries, $3,856-$11,905; and in 


high-income countries, $11,906 or more. Source: The World Bank 
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f => What does this map suggest about the relationship between a nation’s wealth and its global political power? How might 


\ % nation’s wealth influence its power? How might its political and military power influence its wealth? 


sive factory complex in Shenzhen (BBC 2010a, 2010b). The 
workers were employed by Taiwan-based Foxconn Technology, 
the world’s largest assembler of computers and handheld elec- 
tronic devices, which contracts with Apple and other high-tech 
companies. Foxconn employees work six days a week for entry- 
level pay of $132 a month. They typically put in ten- to twelve- 
hour workdays and are routinely expected to work overtime. 
They are forbidden to talk during their shifts and are subjected 
to what workers refer to as military-style discipline, leading one 
worker to tell reporters, “It’s like a prison.” Yet Foxconn is con- 
sidered to be one of the better places to work. Conditions in 
many other Chinese factories are much worse. 

The rash of suicides attracted embarrassing media coverage 
until government authorities ordered the Chinese press to tone 
down its coverage. After the Western media picked up the story 
and companies that contract with Foxconn expressed concern, 
the company instituted a 20 percent pay raise to improve morale 
and installed nets around its dormitories to foil suicide attempts. 

Similar tales of bleak working conditions lurk behind many 
of the consumer electronics and other brand-name goods that 
dominate today’s global economy. The economic inequality 


that we have explored in the United States has parallels in other 
countries, and inequality within individual countries exists 
side-by-side with global inequality, the differences in wealth 
and power among the countries of the world. The economic sys- 
tems of individual countries are increasingly interconnected, 
and to understand economic inequality in any one country, 
including the United States, we must consider that country’s 
place in the global economic structure. 


Categorizing National 
Economies 


Researchers and others commonly use the terms developed, 
developing, and underdeveloped to summarize a country’s level 
of industrial and technological development. A country at a 
higher level of development generally produces more goods. As 
a result, its people have a higher material standard of living 
than those in less-developed countries. 

Analysts sometimes use more nuanced categorizations of 
national economies. For example, Map 9.1 sorts the world’s 
countries into four income levels, according to an analysis by 
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This graph illustrates, on average, how much a person from each country could purchase in a year in 2008. Data are in 2010 
U.S. dollars and take into account the relative cost of goods and services in different countries. Source: The World Bank, World Devel- 


opment Indicators. 


the World Bank. Widespread poverty in much of Africa and 
southern Asia make these among the poorest places on Earth, 
whereas the United States, Canada, the nations of Europe, Ja- 
pan, and Australia are among the world’s wealthiest countries. 

We can get a more concrete idea of what high and low in- 
comes mean on a global scale by considering purchasing power, 
the average value of the goods and services people in a country 
can purchase in a year. As Figure 9.9 shows, purchasing power 
ranges from nearly $60,000 per person per year in Norway to 
just $280 in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 

‘The global distribution of income is extremely unequal (see 


Figure 9.10): 


m The average income of the top 20 percent of the world’s 
population—which includes nearly all U.S. citizens— 
is about fifty times the average income of the bottom 
20 percent. 


m More than 50 percent of the world’s income goes to the 
richest 10 percent of the world’s population, and nearly 
75 percent goes to the richest 20 percent. 


m Just 1.5 percent of the world’s income goes to the poorest 
20 percent of the population, and only 5 percent goes to 


the poorest 40 percent—roughly 2.5 billion people—who 
live on less than $2 a day. 


m The world’s 500 richest individuals have a combined in- 
come greater than the world’s poorest 416 million people 
(UN Development Programme 2005). 


The Impact of Global 
Inequality 


As we saw earlier in this chapter, your class status within the 
United States has implications for your health, education, and 
lifestyle. Similarly, a country’s income level typically corre- 
sponds to a variety of social indicators, resulting in starkly un- 
equal social conditions around the world: 


m Life expectancy and health. Poverty kills. On average, life 
expectancy for people in the world’s poorest nations is 
about thirty years less than it is for people in wealthy 
nations. Poor countries have high rates of infant mortal- 
ity, and people die at an early age from malnourishment, 
pneumonia, malaria, diarrhea, and HIV/AIDS. Around 
10 million children under age five die each year of under- 
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Source: Ortiz and Cummins (2011). 


nutrition and related causes; these comprise 30 percent of 
all childhood deaths (Commission on Social Determinants 
of Health 2008; World Health Organization 2004). 


m Housing. About a third of the world’s urban population— 
more than a billion people—live in slums—housing that 
lacks durability, sufficient living area, access to clean water 
and sanitation, and secure occupancy rights (UN Human 
Settlements Programme 2003a, 2003b). The rural poor 
in developing nations migrate to urban areas for jobs and 
schooling, often only to find grinding poverty and disease 
amidst vast city slums. 


w Education. Most people in many poor countries are illiter- 
ate. Adult literacy rates in Afghanistan (18 percent), Mali 
(26 percent), and Niger (29 percent)—among the world’s 
lowest—reflect the deep poverty of such countries, where 
schooling is often not free and children must work from a 


very early age (World Bank 2011). 


Over the past half-century, the num- 
ber of people living in absolute pov- 
erty has decreased, largely due to 
the dramatic economic growth in ~ 
China and India, which together 
account for about 40 percent of 
the world’s population. How- 
ever, in other parts of the world, 
particularly sub-Saharan Af 
rica, poverty persists, and the 
number of people living in pov- 
erty has increased significantly 
(United Nations 2005). 

These global changes have had a direct 
impact on the United States. Because 
China and other countries with grow- 
ing economies use more resources, oil 


and food prices have increased worldwide. The shift 
of manufacturing to developing nations has reduced 
employment in U.S. factories, while contributing to 
a massive trade deficit as the United States imports 
more foreign goods. In addition, poverty, despair, 
and inequality contribute to instability and conflict in 
various parts of the world, situations that have in some 
cases led to the involvement of U.S. military troops. 


Inequality Within 
Countries 


Inequality exists in every country, produced in part by 

the kinds of public policy decisions we discussed ear- 

lier in this chapter. Map 9.2 illustrates the varying lev- 

els of income inequality around the world. The high- 

est levels are found in Central and South America and 
southern Africa. In these areas, a small elite controls limited 
resources, while most people live in poverty. In many highly 
unequal countries, the ruling and business elites use agree- 
ments with foreign corporations and governments to maintain 
their wealth and power at the expense of the nation’s poor and 
working classes. In this way, inequality within nations is con- 
nected to global inequality. 

Wealthy nations such as France and Sweden generally have 
comparatively low levels of economic inequality because of 
high taxes on the wealthy, generous minimum wages, and 
other policies that reduce inequality. The exception is the 
United States, the most unequal wealthy country in the world. 
In societies with the least amount of inequality, moderate and 
low-income groups tend to have much more power than they 
do in the United States. Compared to U.S. citizens, people in 
countries such as Norway and Canada are more likely to be 
organized into labor unions, to vote, and to have the option of 
voting for a political party that represents labor or the working 
class. In many respects, therefore, the nature and extent of in- 
equality depends on the balance of power in a society. 


Inequality 


Global inequality has many causes. For example, differ- 
ent countries have differ- 
ent climates and different 
amounts of natural re- 
sources, both of which 
undoubtedly contribute 
to their degree of affluence or 
poverty. In addition, most sociolo- 
gists acknowledge two major so- 
cial causes of global inequality: 
culture and power. 
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a MAP 9.2 | WITHIN-COUNTRY INCOME INEQUALITY 


This map shows the degree of economic inequality within each country, based on family income. Source: www.siteatlas.com 


Culture and Global 
Inequality: Modernization 
Theory 


Through most of human history, people possessed relatively 
few material goods, so economic inequality was limited. How- 
ever, as we saw in Chapter 1, industrialization transformed 
northern European societies, both destroying traditional ways 
of life and creating unprecedented material abundance. How- 
ever, not all countries experienced this change. Moderniza- 
tion theory attributes global inequality to cultural differences 
between countries. According to this theory, some societies 
resisted industrialization, preferring to retain traditional ways 
of life rather than adopt disruptive new technologies. Main- 
taining family and community relationships, the agricultural 
economy, and traditional religious beliefs were more important 
than adopting new means to produce greater material abun- 
dance. The result was a growing economic gap between indus- 
trialized nations and the developing world that was rooted in 
these different cultural values and orientations. 


Power and Global Inequality: 
Dependency Theory 


Many sociologists argue that today’s global inequality is rooted 
in a much less benign process than cultural differences. Their 
alternative, dependency theory, attributes global inequality to 
the exploitation of weaker, poor nations by wealthy, more powerful 
ones. This theory locates the origin of growing global inequal- 
ity in the increased exploration, travel, and trade that began 


roughly 500 years ago—long before industrialization. As Eu- 
ropean explorers ventured to Africa, the Western Hemisphere, 
and East Asia, they clashed with indigenous peoples, subju- 
gated them, established colonies, and gained control of their 
natural resources and labor. Rather than voluntarily opting out 
of development, poor countries 

were prevented from devel- 
oping by powerful coloniz- 
ers who became wealthy 
by exploiting their natural 
resources and cheap labor. 
Typically, colonial powers 
would import raw materi- 
als from colonies and turn 
them into valuable manu- 
factured goods. With slav- 
ery, colonial powers took 
West Africans to labor in American plantations, enriching the 
colonial nations while impoverishing the colonies. 


OF Tote ee Gah ae 


on social theory 


hat makes dependency theory 
a type of conflict theory? How 
would dependency theory apply to 
countries you may have visited or to 
the countries in which you or your 
ancestors were born? How does it 
apply to the United States? 


Colonialism and 
Neocolonialism 


In the modern era, roughly since 1500, the fates of nations have 
been deeply intertwined in global struggles over resources. The 
most obvious type of global struggle was colonialism, the use of 
military, political, and economic power by one society to dominate 
the people of another society, usually for economic benefit. From 
the 1500s through the 1900s, European powers used their 
military might to subjugate other peoples across the globe. Ac- 
cording to a famous saying, the sun never set on the British 


Empire because its colonial holdings were spread out across the 
world. The use of the English language in many parts of the 
world today is, in part, a legacy of this colonial subjugation. 
Africa, India, North America, much of South America, and 
other areas of the world were all conquered by colonial powers. 

Colonial powers typically exerted direct political control 
over their colonies or established puppet governments while 
engaging in- military occupation and establishing cultural 
dominance. Most important, colonial powers usually sought 
to extract the natural resources from their colonies and exploit 
the labor available there. 

Most colonies resisted their colonial occupiers. By the latter 
half of the twentieth century, independence movements had 
successfully lifted the military yoke of 
colonial rule. However, these new na- 
tions often struggled to overcome their 
colonial past, which had stripped them 
of vast resources, left them ill prepared 
to develop modern economic systems, 
and often institutionalized a culture of 
political corruption. Some observers ar- 
gue that colonialism has been replaced 
by neocolonialism, a system of economic 
domination of poorer nations by wealthier 
ones without formal political control or 
military occupation. In a neocolonial 
situation, former colonies continue to 
depend on wealthier nations for capital 
investment and technical expertise, giv- 
ing these wealthier countries enormous influence over their de- 
velopment. In addition, former colonies often experience civil 
wars and political infighting as different factions struggle for 
control of resources, adding yet another hurdle to economic 
development (United Nations 2005). 


World Systems Analysis 


Another approach to global inequality, world systems analy- 
sis focuses on the interdependence among the countries in a sin- 
gle global economic system. Sociologist Immanual Wallerstein 
(1974, 1979) sees the poverty of some countries as connected 
directly to the wealth of others. He sorts countries into one of 
three primary groups, depending on their relationship to the 
global economy: 


= Core nations include the United States, Canada, Japan, 
and the European countries. These, the world’s wealthiest 
countries, are at the center of the global economy. Most 
core nations benefited from colonialism and continue to 
dominate the global economy through multinational cor- 
porations and global financial institutions. 


= Periphery nations include many countries in Africa, Latin 
America, and parts of Asia. These are the world’s poorest 
and least powerful countries, at the fringe of the global 
economy. They participate in the global economy by provid- 
ing natural resources and cheap labor for the transnational 
corporations while also serving as markets for some goods. 


& Semi-periphery nations include China, India, Mexico, 
and Pakistan. These middle-income nations are better 
integrated with the economies of core countries than are 
the periphery nations and often have a stronger domestic 
industrial base. 


With modern communications and transportation, capital 
from core nations can move easily around the globe. Poorer 
countries are often dependent on this foreign investment to 
fund their economic development. They frequently compete 
against one another to attract foreign investment by offering 
low or no taxes, minimal environmental regulations, and a 
low-cost, nonunion labor force. 

Typically based in core nations, mul- 
tinational corporations look to cut costs 
and boost profits by shifting production 
to semi-periphery nations. This allows 
them to take advantage of low-wage la- 
bor and lax environmental regulation 
and to avoid paying some taxes in core 
nations. In doing so, they create jobs and 
stimulate the local economies in these 
poor countries. 

This local economic development is 
often temporary, however. For example, 
in the 1990s—especially after the pas- 
sage of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA)—some U.S. cor- 
porations moved manufacturing jobs to 
Mexico, which helped devastate some “rust belt” communities 
in the United States but helped Mexican workers, whose aver- 
age manufacturing wage rose to $2.08 an hour. But these gains 
were short lived: many companies soon began the process over 
again by moving production to China, where manufacturing 
workers were earning an average of just 61 cents an hour (Fer- 
riss 2003). 

This is an example of the race to the bottom, the process of 
poorer nations competing for foreign investment by sacrificing 
wages, tax revenue, worker safety, and environmental standards. 
The race to the bottom can keep periphery and semi-periphery 
nations poor while channeling profits back to investors in core 
countries. If workers in these poor countries organize into 
unions to improve their conditions—as workers once did in 
wealthier nations—or if national governments insist on high- 
quality environmental standards, corporate investors can simply 
move to a new country that offers more favorable incentives. 
The existing rules for the global economy—rules that favor 
the free flow of capital—are coordinated through the world’s 
global financial institutions. 


Global Financial Institutions 


In recent decades, global financial organizations have had 
an enormous influence on the economic and social policies 
of poor countries (Kaplinsky 2007). The three major players 
in global finance are the World Bank, which provides poor 


countries with investments and loans for development; the 
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International Monetary Fund (IMF), which provides financial 
and technical assistance to promote economic growth; and the 
World Trade Organization, which administers trade practices 
between countries. Although all three organizations ostensibly 
aim to promote development in and provide aid to poorer na- 
tions, many critics contend that they are key vehicles through 
which core nations and multinational corporations dominate 
poorer countries. 

For example, critics contend that the conditions the World 
Bank sets for loans—known as structural adjustment programs— 
actually benefit foreign investors rather than the poor countries 
and in fact lead to increased poverty. In some cases, to receive 
assistance from the World Bank and IMF, countries have been 
required to shift from producing essential food crops for do- 


Si 


mestic use, such as corn and beans, to cash crops intended for 
export, such as coffee and cotton, thereby worsening hunger 
locally. These organizations have also insisted that govern- 
ments slash vital social service spending in order to repay for- 
eign loans, sometimes with disastrous results for the health and 
education of the local population. 

In recent years, activists from around the world have orga- 
nized to promote basic labor and environmental standards and 
to advocate debt forgiveness. Activists have used education, the 
promotion of “fair trade” goods whose production meets basic 
labor and environmental standards, and street protests at the 
meetings of global financial institutions to advance their cause. 
Their advocacy has led to more public scrutiny of these institu- 
tions as well as some reforms (Stiglitz and Charlton 2007). 
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U.S. INEQUALITY IN GLOBAL CONTEXT 


conomic inequality in the United States has long been 
closely connected to the global economy, and this close 
relationship has produced starkly different results in 
two recent periods. From 1945 to 1975, the U.S. econ- 
omy experienced enormous growth. The economic infra- 
structure of most industrialized countries had been damaged 
or destroyed by World War II. With virtually no competition, 
U.S. manufacturers dominated much of the global market- 
place. Plenty of well-paid working-class jobs were available 
in automobile plants, the steel industry, and other types of 
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manufacturing. Strong labor unions fought for better work- 
ing conditions and wages, and the benefits of this economic 
growth were spread across all income levels (see Figure 9.11). 
By the 1970s, though, global economic conditions had 
changed. U.S. companies failed to invest adequately in 
newer technologies such as smaller, more fuel-efficient auto- 
mobiles and were caught off-guard by newly emerging global 
competition. To stay competitive, corporations based in 
the United States began exporting many of the high-paying 
manufacturing jobs that had provided economic security for 


Change in real family income 1979-2005 


Bottom 20% Second 20% Middle 20% Fourth20% Top 20% : Top 5% 
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«> FIGURE 9.11 | CHANGE IN REAL FAMILY INCOME, 1947-1979 AND 1979-2005 

In the decades after World War II, the benefits of economic growth were spread evenly, and families at all income levels en- 
joyed significant increases in their income. In recent decades, however, those with already high incomes have seen the biggest 
gains; most people have experienced more modest gains or no gains at all. Sources: Economic Policy Institute (1994); U.S. Census Bureau, 


Income, Table F-3. 


working- and middle-class Americans to poor nations that 
offered lower wages, fewer labor and environmental regula- 
tions, and, often, repressive governments that maintained 
political stability and made labor organizing difficult or 
impossible. The result was deindustrialization, the process 
by which investment in the nation’s manufacturing capacity 
decreased, devastating the economies of many communities, 
especially in the midwest and northeast. The export of good- 
paying, working-class jobs often left middle-income work- 
ers scrambling for jobs with lower wages, while increased 
corporate profits translated into higher incomes for affluent 
stockholders. The result was increased inequality. 

The economy continued to grow, but now, as Figure 9.11 
shows, the benefits went disproportionately to those already 
making higher incomes. From 1979 to 2005, the income 
growth of the richest people remained high, while people at 
lower income levels had much lower growth or none at all. 
Working-class and lower-middle-class workers have actu- 
ally fared worse than Figure 9.11 suggests, because in the 
past few decades more families have become two-income 
households. In a historic shift in family structure, both hus- 
band and wife in most families today work outside the home 
to improve, or just maintain, their standard of living (Levy 
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1998). In the future—especially in the wake of the most re- 
cent financial crisis—many families will probably see their 
incomes decrease. 

What all this means is that the gap between rich and 
poor has expanded significantly, and income inequality in 
the United States today is greater than at any time since the 
Great Depression of the 1930s. This growing inequality has a 
profound effect both on family structure and on social struc- 
ture as a whole. For example, because of stagnant wages, 
parents in many families work longer hours or take on a 
second job; as a result, they have less time to care for their 
children, volunteer in their communities, or become politi- 
cally active. As employer-provided benefits have declined, 
millions of Americans have found themselves without health 
insurance, leading to some reform of the system in 2010. 
During this period of increasing inequality, many families 
have also taken on a growing amount of personal debt. This 
trend, as well as a decline in personal savings, contributed 
to the economic crisis that began in 2008. This latest crisis 
is still reverberating around the globe, and its impact on the 
global economy will influence both U.S. and global inequality 
for years to come. 


Class and Global Inequality 


Class is not just about money: it includes a major cultural component that is passed on 
through socialization, especially through the family and schools. 


Different societies have different cultural values that place more or less emphasis on 
limiting economic inequality. 


Individual action is important in determining your class position, but it always takes place 
* within a structural context that shapes the options available to you. 


™ The structure of the global economy helps to shape the opportunities and living 
conditions of people around the globe. 


™ Because of their different levels of material and cultural resources, people from different 
classes have different levels of power in society. 


Wealthy, industrialized nations have considerably more power than poor or developing 
countries. Multinational corporations based in wealthy countries, along with global 
financial institutions, have considerable power to influence the global economy. 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


Looking Back 


Class is a system of stratification involving both economic 
and cultural resources. Marx explored class based on the re- 
lationship workers had to the means of production, whereas 
Weber emphasized people’s life chances. Functionalists 7 
argued that economic stratification makes a useful contribu- 

tion to the social order. 


The U.S. class system includes the capitalist (upper) class, 
middle class, working class, and underclass. Considerable 
income inequality exists in the United States, and wealth is 
even more heavily concentrated at the top. 


Class systems accommodate mobility; however, the class 

a person's family belongs to heavily influences the class to 
which he or she will belong as an adult. The impact of class 
on daily life can be seen in health, education, work, politics, 
and lifestyle. 


Poverty can be defined in either absolute or relative terms. 
After declining sharply in the 1960s, U.S. poverty rates have 9; 
remained relatively stable. 


In the United States, class inequality is supported by an 
accompanying ideology that emphasizes equal opportunity, 
merit, and individual effort. 


Class must be reproduced from generation to generation. 
Each class possesses cultural capital, which families and 
schools play an important role in reproducing. 


Global inequality refers to the differences in wealth and 
power among countries. These differences affect health and 
life expectancy, housing, education, and many other condi- 
tions of daily life. Public policy influences the degree of 
within-country inequality found in different nations. 


Modernization theory suggests that the vast gap between 
rich and poor nations is the result of cultural differences. 
Dependency theory explains global inequality by focusing 
on colonialism and neocolonialism. World systems analysis 
highlights the interdependence among countries, show- 
ing how domination of poorer countries by wealthy ones 
continues today. Some critics argue that this domination is 
achieved, in part, through global financial institutions. 


The United States enjoyed economic domination in the 
post-World War II years, the benefits of which were spread 
evenly across people at all income levels. Since the 1970s, 
however, economic inequality has grown in the United 
States as the benefits of a more competitive global economy 
have gone disproportionately to those with higher incomes. 


” Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


A, 


What is your family’s class? In what ways has class helped 2 
to shape your life? What privileges, if any, did you enjoy 

because of your family’s class position? What barriers, if any, 

did you face? Were you taught some version of the ideas of 4. 
equal opportunity, meritocracy, and individualism? What is 
the relationship between your family’s class position and the 


ideology you learned? 2 


Are you a first-generation college student? If so, has the 
experience exposed any class issues for you and your family? 
(Do you recognize some of the issues Alfred Lubrano raises 
in the opening of this chapter?) If not, what aspect of your 
family’s cultural capital were you able to draw on in plan- 
ning for and attending college? 


Given what you now know, how would you explain why 
people are rich or poor? How do human action and struc- 
tural forces figure in your explanations? 


Do you think economic globalization has, on balance, been 
a positive development or a negative one? Explain. 


The Walton family, of Walmart fame, has inherited a vast 
fortune generated from selling low-priced consumer goods 
to low-wage workers. Most of these products are manufac- 
tured abroad. Apply your understanding of deindustrializa- 
tion and the global economy to explain the dramatic success 
of Walmart and stores like it. 


Pe Key Terms 


absolute poverty (p. 233) a scarcity of resources so severe that it 
is life-threatening. 

capital (p. 222) money to invest in factories, real estate, and 
other businesses. 

capitalist class (p. 222) (or bourgeoisie), those who control 
major capital and own the means of production. 

class (p. 221) a group of people who share a roughly similar 
economic position and lifestyle. 

class mobility (p. 228) the ability to move from one social class 
to another. 

classism (p. 232) prejudice or discrimination based on social 
class. 

colonialism (p. 244) the use of military, political, and economic 
power by one society to dominate the people of another soci- 
ety, usually for economic benefit. 

conspicuous consumption (p. 232) lavish spending, done to 
compete for status with others. 

cultural capital (p. 235) various types of knowledge, skills, and 
other cultural resources. 

deindustrialization (p. 247) the process by which investment in 
the nation’s manufacturing capacity decreased. 

dependency theory (p. 244) a theory that attributes global 
inequality to the exploitation of weaker, poor nations by 
wealthy, more powerful ones. 

equal opportunity (p. 234) the idea that all people should have 
the same chance to achieve success. 

feminization of poverty (p. 234) a trend in which women made 
up an increasingly large share of the poor. 

global inequality (p. 241) the differences in wealth and power 
among the countries of the world. 

income (p. 225) money received from sources such as wages, 
interest on savings, and dividends from stocks and bonds. 

individual mobility (p. 229) a change in a person’s class po- 
sition that occurs without any change in the larger class 
structure. 

individualism (p. 234) a system of beliefs that highlights the 
importance of the single person over any social group. 

life chances (p. 223) the likelihood a person has of obtaining 
valued economic and cultural resources. 


meritocracy (p. 234) the notion that people are rewarded and 
are able to advance because of their abilities. 

middle class (p. 226) a group that is distinctive for its contribu- 
tion of specialized knowledge and expertise to the economy. 

modernization theory (p. 244) a theory that attributes global 
inequality to cultural differences between countries. 

neocolonialism (p. 245) a system of economic domination of 
poorer nations by wealthier ones without the use of formal 
political control or military occupation. 

poverty line (U.S.) (p. 233) a measure of scarcity determined by 
figuring the cost of a minimal food budget and multiplying it 
by three. 

poverty rate (p. 233) the percentage of the population that falls 
below the poverty line. 

progressive taxation (p. 238) tax policy in which those with 
higher incomes pay a higher rate. 

public assistance (p. 240) either tax credits or actual payments 
and benefits provided to citizens by the government. 

regressive taxation (p. 239) taxes that disproportionately affect 
those with lower incomes. 

relative poverty (p. 233) situation that exists when people do 
not have the basic resources to maintain a standard of living 
considered acceptable in their society. 

social capital (p. 236) relationships that are potentially econom- 
ically valuable resulting from membership in a group. 

structural mobility (p. 228) a change in class position that 
occurs when a shift in available occupations changes the class 
system as a whole. 

underclass (p. 226) chronically unemployed people who have no 
ongoing relationship to the mainstream economy. 

wealth (p. 225) financial assets, such as savings, real estate, and 
stocks. 

working class (p. 222) (or proletariat), those who survive on the 
wages they earn. 

world systems analysis (p. 245) an approach that focuses on the 
interdependence among the countries that make up a single 
global economic system. 
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looking AHEAD 


How does 


define your race? 


How do individuals How do majority 

and institutional and minority groups 
reflect inequalities in 

perpetuate racial and ? 


ethnic inequality? 


Race and Ethnicity 


CHAPTER 10 


— i 
RRR re 
: Pesca: a =F te * . 
i Oe ae a 


n the summer of 2010, Diana Martinez, an eighteen-year-old student and the Mexican-born 
daughter of undocumented immigrants, stood quietly in a cap and gown—symbolizing her academic 
status—while a Washington, D.C., police officer handcuffed her. She and other undocumented 
students were being arrested for disorderly conduct for participating in a sit-in coordinated by United 
We Dream, a coalition of immigrant youth groups. The demonstrators were calling for the passage 

of legislation that would allow immigrant children who served in the military or completed college to 
qualify for U.S. citizenship, thus fulfilling a lifelong dream (Bahrampour 2010). 

The nation’s undocumented immigrants typically avoid the public spotlight, always aware that 
their illegal status could lead to arrest and deportation. In publicly announcing their undocumented 
status, Martinez and her fellow demonstrators were thus doing what would have been unthinkable to 
their parents. Their act of defiance in pursuit of citizenship might be a sign of things to come. 

Immigration—and especially unauthorized immigration—divides people in the United States, 
especially along ethnic lines. One poll found that whereas 62 percent of non-Hispanics thought 
illegal immigration was a “serious crime,” only 24 percent of Hispanics did. The same poll found that 
60 percent of non-Hispanics felt that illegal immigrants were mostly a drain on society, whereas only 


21 percent of Hispanics thought so (AP-Univision 2010). 
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Frustration with the federal government's failure to 
control illegal immigration has led some states and localities 
to act on their own. A controversial law passed in Arizona in 
2010, for example, made it a state crime to be in the country 
illegally, required legal immigrants to carry paperwork 
proving their status, and instructed Arizona police to question 
anyone they “reasonably suspect” of being undocumented. 
Some supporters of immigration restrictions have links to 
racist organizations (Potok 2007), but most argue that their 
concerns have nothing to do with race or ethnicity and reflect 
only a desire to curb illegal immigration. In fact, according to 
one poll, along with an overwhelming percentage of Hispanics 
(86 percent), a majority of non-Hispanics (56 percent) support 
providing a legal way for undocumented immigrants to be- 
come U.S. citizens (AP-Univision 2010). That is the outcome 
for which Diana Martinez is hoping. @ 


ebates about immigration and citizenship are as old as 

the country itself. Even before the United States existed, 

the arrival of Europeans in a land already populated by 

many native societies sparked conflict between people 
of different races and ethnicities. As we will see, neither race 
nor ethnicity is rooted in biological fact; both are cultural cre- 
ations. But these cultural ideas have real-world consequences; 
they affect patterns of action—social structure—and they con- 
tribute to persistent inequalities in power and resources among 
racial and ethnic groups. In many ways, the social history of 
the United States is intertwined with the history of ideas about 
race and ethnicity, including debates about who is entitled to 
citizenship and equal rights. 

Today, whether or not we realize it, whether or not we want 
them to be, race and ethnicity are parts of our identity, influ- 
encing our lives and the way people interact with us. To better 
understand ourselves and our increasingly diverse society, we 
need to grapple with the impact that race and ethnicity have 
had on our history and the role they continue to play today. 


The Role of Culture: 


Inventing Ethnicity 
and Race 


Many societies, including the United States, classify people in 
terms of race and ethnicity. Ethnicity refers to a shared cultural 
heritage, often deriving from a common ancestry and homeland. 
That cultural heritage can include, among other things, com- 
mon language, traditions, customs, symbols, and distinctive 
foods and music. Ethnicities are social constructions that exist 
only to the extent that people embrace them or have them im- 
posed by others. People are constantly reinventing and redefin- 
ing ethnic identities, which can make them fluid and murky. 
In the United States, the ethnic label Hispanic applies to 
people who come from Spanish-speaking countries or whose 


ancestors did. Many people who fit that description, however, 
reject the label because it lumps many cultures together. In- 
stead, some people prefer the term Latino (male) or Latina (fe- 
male) to specify a heritage from Latin America. Many prefer to 
identify with their specific ancestry as, for example, Mexican 
Americans (or Chicanos), Puerto Ricans, Cuban Americans, 
or Colombians. Similarly, some people of European ancestry 
in the United States identify with their ethnic roots, for exam- 
ple, calling themselves Polish Americans or Italian Americans. 
Others identify themselves as simply American, in the process 
creating yet another ethnicity. 

In contrast to ethnicity, a race is a category of people widely 
perceived as sharing socially significant physical characteristics such 
as skin color. Ethnicity can be confused with race, since the two 
can overlap. For example, in the United States, many people 
mistakenly think of Hispanic as a “race” equivalent to “white,” 
“black,” or “Asian.” In fact, the homelands from which His- 
panics come are inhabited by people of Native American, Afri- 
can, European, and Asian origin. As a result, Hispanics may be 
of any race, though most identify as white. 


Race asa Social 
Construction 


If you walk into a room full of people, you can usually tell 
just by looking who is white, Asian, or black. Isn’t race, then, 
a biological reality? Although it is based on physical character- 
istics and thus reflects biological variation, race, like ethnicity, 
is a social construction (Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and Moses 
2007). Races exist only to the extent that people use physical 
characteristics to assign one another to social categories, but 
those categories do not represent biologically meaningful divi- 
sions in the human species. 

For example, most important biological differences among 
people—differences that affect health, longevity, susceptibility 
to disease, and so on—are invisible and do not play any role 
in the definition of racial categories. These differences include 
things like blood types or the presence of genetic markers that 
predispose people to certain diseases. In addition, people are 
arbitrarily selective in the visible physical characteristics they do 
use to define racial categories. In the United States, for example, 
they largely ignore eye color and hair color when making racial 
distinctions, focusing instead on skin color (see the top photos 
on p. 254). Finally, no clear dividing line distinguishes one ra- 
cial group from another. Physical variation occurs along a con- 
tinuum, making it impossible to categorize humans neatly into 
a few distinct racial categories. (See the photo collage on the 
bottom of p. 254.) For example, much more physical variation 
exists among Whites than exists between Whites and any other 
racial category; some people classified as white even have darker 
skin than some people classified as black. 

In short, when it comes to race, we don’t see many physi- 
cal differences that matter, we ignore many differences we can 
see, and we classify people into supposedly sharply bounded 
categories when in fact the members of those categories have 
continuously overlapping physical characteristics. 
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People make racial distinctions in part by paying attention selectively to some physical variations while largely ignoring 
others. Why are the different skin tones in these men more socially significant than their different hair color? What does this 


selective attention suggest about the arbitrary nature of race? 


In reality, there is only a single human race with no subcat- 
egories or subspecies. All humans share a common ancestral 
lineage that evolved in Africa about 100,000—200,000 years 
ago (Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and Moses 2007). As a result, no 
biological feature or cluster of features clearly distinguishes one 
category of humans racially from any other. To understand what 


this common origin means in terms of the socially constructed 
nature of race, consider the physical feature most closely identi- 
fied with racial differences in the United States: skin color. 

Skin color is determined mostly by varying amounts of a pig- 
ment called melanin. Humans are vulnerable to the harmful ef 
fects of intense sunlight, which include an increased probability 
of having a child with 
birth defects for women 
and reduced fertility 
for men. Melanin—and 
the dark skin associ- 
ated with it—protects 
against these adverse 
effects, but it also re- 
duces the skin’s ability 
to produce the essen- 
tial nutrient vitamin D 
from sunlight. As a re- 
sult, dark skin provides 
an evolutionary advan- 
tage in sunlight-intense 
tropical environments, 
whereas lighter skin 
provides an evolution- 
ary advantage in re- 


Human physical 
variation is too subtle 
and diverse to be cap- 
tured accurately by a 
handful of racial or ethnic 
classifications. 
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AN MAP 10.1 | GLOBAL DISTRIBUTION OF SKIN TONE 

Skin tone is roughly distributed along the earth’s latitudes so that, for example, people in parts of Mexico, northern Africa, 
and portions of China all share similar skin tones, even though they are commonly classified as belonging to different racial 
groups. Source: Jablonski and Chaplin (2002). 


gions of less intense sunlight (Jablonski and Chaplin 2002). As 
humans across many generations migrated and adapted to dif- 
ferent geographic regions, they developed a range of skin tones 
that vary more or less continuously from dark to light between 
regions of intense sunlight and those of less intense sunlight 
(Map 10.1) (Jablonski and Chaplin 2002). 

In addition, skin tone is not consistently connected to 
other physical features such as hair type or nose shape. Dark- 
or light-skinned people can have all types of hair, noses, and 
other physical attributes. Skin tone, in other words, is not a 
fixed biological attribute of any one race. To understand how it 
became linked with race in the popular imagination, we have 
to look to social factors—cultural beliefs, social structures, and 
power relationships—not to biology. 


Pseudo-Science and Race 


The term race took on its popular contemporary connotations 
in the eighteenth century, when European scientists began sys- 
tematically to name and classify the plants and animals of the 
natural world. When they turned their attention to humanity, 
however, ethnocentric assumptions of European superiority re- 
duced their efforts to pseudo-science (Smedley 2007). 

For example, the Swedish naturalist Carolus Linnaeus 
(1707-1778), who laid the foundation for the biological clas- 
sification system still in use today, invented four subspecies of 


Creole Negru 


>] Early pseudo-scientific classification schemes perpetuated racist 
beliefs. This image is from an 1857 book titled Indigenous Races of the 
Earth by physician Josiah Nott and Egyptologist George Gliddon. 

It suggests white biological superiority, with Blacks somewhere in 
between Whites and chimpanzees. 


Young chimpanzee 


Young chimpanzee 
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Homo sapiens, attributing to each not only physical traits but 
also judgmental character traits. White-skinned Europeanus, 
described as creative and governed by laws, was at the top. The 
other three were copper-skinned Americanus, described as stub- 
born, easily angered, and governed by customs; sallow-skinned 
(yellowish) Asiaticus, described as greedy and governed by 
opinions; and dark-skinned Africanus, described as lazy, negli- 
gent, and governed only by impulse (Smedley 2007). This clas- 
sification laid the groundwork for “scientific” justifications of 
racism, the belief that one race is inherently superior to another. 

Later writers developed variations on this sort of racist clas- 
sification system. These schemes often contradicted each other, 
proposing a widely varying number of “races,” each based on 
different physical types and accompanying social characteris- 
tics. Whites, for example, were often divided into subgroups 
that purported to reflect the superiority of northern Europe- 
ans—labeled in various schemes as “Teutonic” or “Nordic” — 
over such other Whites as “Celtics,” “Semitics,” and “Mediter- 
raneans” (Smedley 2007). 

From today’s perspective, the rationale used to justify these 
racial classification systems seems arbitrary and even bizarre. 
For example, in the nineteenth century, German anatomist 
and anthropologist Johann Blumenbach (1752-1840), appar- 
ently after admiring the symmetry of a particularly 
well-preserved skull from the Caucasus Mountains 
(located between Russia and Turkey), concluded 
that it must have been Caucasians whom God had 
created in his own image. Other races, he decided, 
had degenerated physically and morally from God’s 
vision because they had moved and adapted to 
new environments. Thus, religion and folk belief, 
couched in pseudo-scientific language, combined to 
give us the term Caucasian, still in common use as a 
synonym for “White” (Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and 
Moses 2007). 

These arbitrary and conflicting classification 
systems went hand in hand with a belief in racial 
essentialism—the idea that supposedly natural and 
immutable differences separated the races. Whites 
who created the classification systems lived in soci- 


eties with the power to enforce these ideas. Cultural 1 


notions of racial essentialism were used to justify 
white supremacy, slavery, and the European colonial bo! 
domination of other peoples. ts 


_ Other Asian — Print race, for 
example, Hmong, Laotian, Thai, 
Pakistani, Cambodian, and so on. Ty 
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Cultures 


Because races and ethnicities are cultural creations 
rather than biological facts, the definition and signifi- 
cance of racial and ethnic groups varies from culture 
to culture and changes over time. In nineteenth- 
century China, people drew distinctions based on 
body hair rather than skin tone. To them, extensive 
facial hair marked European missionaries as uncivi- 
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lized barbarians (Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and Moses 2007). In 
many parts of the world, ethnicity is more important than race; 
people are much more concerned about one another’s tribe, clan, 
or ethnic affiliation than about skin color or other physical char- 
acteristics (Cornell and Hartmann 2007). 

In countries where race does matter, definitions of race— 
and the standards for assigning people to one race or another— 
vary enormously. In the United States, sexual encounters be- 
tween white owners and black slaves were common, and in 
the nineteenth century people of mixed race were often called 
“Mulattos.” In the early twentieth century, however, Whites 
began changing state laws so that racial categories became mu- 
tually exclusive, and in the case of mixed ancestry, the Black 
status prevailed. For example, Virginia passed the “Racial In- 
tegrity Act” in 1924 mandating that all newborns be classified 
as either white or colored, with colored including those with 
any black or Native American ancestry. During the first half 
of the twentieth century, versions of this so-called one-drop 
rule—one drop of black blood makes a person black—were ad- 
opted by state legislatures throughout much of the South and 
Midwest (Murray 1997). 

In recent years, however, the United States has returned to 
acknowledging mixed-race status. Since 2000, the U.S. Census 
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AS FIGURE 10.1 | RACE, ETHNICITY, AND THE U.S. CENSUS 


The U.S. Census includes questions about race and Hispanic origin. The catego- 
ries included in these questions reflect the unique social history of the United 
States. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 


Bureau (2011c, 2011e) has allowed people the option of indicat- 
ing a mixed racial heritage, and by 2010 more than 9 million 
people—about 3 percent of the population—reported being of 
two or more races (see Figure 10.1). Some people with mixed- 
race backgrounds, though, still choose to identify with a single 
race. When President Obama filled out his 2010 census form, he 
identified himself only as black, although his mother was white 
(Roberts and Baker 2010). 

‘The countries of Latin America and the Caribbean have long 
had a variety of categories for people of mixed descent—includ- 
ing mixtures of European, African, and Indian—and physical 
appearance carries much less social significance in the region 
than it does in the United States. For example, the legacy of 
slavery in Brazil endured in the ranking of people by racial cat- 
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aN FIGURE 10.2 | RACE AND ETHNICITY ACROSS CULTURES 


egory. However, in Brazil these categories were never codified 
legally. In addition, intermarriage and sexual relations among 
indigenous peoples, Africans, and Europeans were much more 
commonly accepted than in the United States. Brazilians now 
have dozens of racial categories based on differences in a variety 
of physical features, including hair, lips, eyes, and noses, as well 
as skin color. As a result, siblings from the same family can fall 
into different racial categories. Also, in Brazil the presence of any 
white ancestor helps to determine a person’s classification, and 
over half of Brazilians fall into the broad category of “white” 
(which is broken down into many smaller subcategories). How- 
ever, many white Brazilians would be perceived as black if they 
traveled to the United States (Kephart 2003). For a look at vari- 
ous systems of racial and ethnic classification, see Figure 10.2. 
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Mexico 2000 Census 


Are you Nahuatl, Mayan, 
Zapoteco, Mixteco or of 
another indigenous group? 


L] Yes 
L] No 


Because race and ethnicity are social constructions, they vary by culture. Different countries use different classification sys- 
tems in their census collection. If you moved to another country, your race or ethnicity might change. Source: American Anthropo- 


logical Association (2011). 
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For many years, white people were the assumed norm when 
manufacturers created “flesh”-colored products such as 
adhesive bandages. Today, reflecting changes in the culture, 
manufacturers are more likely to recognize a diversity of skin 
tones, as with these “multicultural” crayons. 
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Among Racial and 
Ethnic Groups 


By identifying certain cultural or physical traits as socially 
significant, people create a social reality that influences how 
they behave with one another. In other words, “seeing” others 
in terms of race, ethnicity, and other social categories (such 
as religion, age, and sexual orientation) can affect how we act 
toward them and help to legitimize social inequality based on 
those categories. Let’s look at some of these dynamics. 


Minority and Majority 
Groups 


In any given society, people often think of its members who 
are of different races and ethnicities in terms of majority and 
minority groups. A minority group is a collection of people who 
suffer disadvantages and have less power because of identifiable 
physical or cultural characteristics. In contrast, a majority group 
is a collection of people who enjoy privileges and have more access 
to power because of identifiable physical or cultural characteristics. 
Sociologists do not use these terms in a literal sense. A minority 
group need not be an actual minority of the population, and a 
majority group need not be an actual majority. In South Africa 
under the white supremacist apartheid regime, for example, 
the black population held the minority status even though they 
far outnumbered Whites. 

Although the status of individual members of a minority 
can vary widely, as a group, compared to the majority group, 
minorities tend to have lower incomes, less education, less 
political influence, and poorer health. Conversely, individual 
members of a majority group may not wield great power or 
have access to great resources, but, as a group, majorities domi- 
nate society. In addition to greater resources, the majority 
group also has the power to create and enforce the labels used 
to designate minority groups. 

Members of minority groups tend to be conscious of their 
status and aware of the hurdles and barriers they face in so- 
ciety. To navigate a majority-dominated society successfully, 
they must learn how the majority group operates. In contrast, 
majority-group members often take their status for granted and 
are unaware of their relative privilege. They typically do not 
need to learn about minority cultures to be successful within a 
society their group dominates. 


Patterns of Majority- 
Minority Interaction 


The relationship between majority and minority groups in a 
society can range from benign to destructive. In some cases, 
members of a minority group might find acceptance and equal 
standing with the majority group, whereas in other situations a 
minority group may be subjected to widespread prejudice and 
discrimination. To have prejudice means to “pre-judge” some- 
one or some group negatively based on inadequate information. 
These judgments are often based on stereotypes, exaggerated, 
distorted, or untrue generalizations about categories of people that 
do not acknowledge individual variation. Stereotypes can be ei- 
ther negative or positive; examples of positive stereotypes are 
the Asian math whiz and the African American sports star. 
Prejudice is limited to beliefs and attitudes that individuals 
hold but may not act on. When prejudice is joined to action, 
however, it leads to discrimination, unequal treatment that 
gives advantages to one group of people over another without jus- 
tifiable cause. 

‘The patterns of interaction among majority and minority 
groups can take a variety of forms, sometimes straddling more 
than one category. In a society that embraces pluralism, dis- 
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tinct ethnic and racial groups coexist on equal terms and have 
equal social standing. Members of these groups recognize and 
maintain their differences, but the 
differences have no significant impact 
on anyone’s political, social, or eco- 
nomic standing. Switzerland is a suc- 
cessful pluralistic society. The Swiss 
Confederation—Switzerland’s official 
name—unites four cultures, each 
with its own regions and its own of- 
ficial language: German, French, Ital- 
ian, or Romansch (based on Latin). 

Amalgamation is the process by 
which a majority and a minority group 
blend or mix to form a new group. 
This is typically accomplished through intermarriage over the 
course of several generations. For example, Mexican society 
today is primarily an amalgamation of Indian and Spanish 
cultures that have blended to create what is now a distinctly 
Mexican identity. 

Assimilation is the process by which members of a minority 
group come to adopt the culture of the majority group. As we will 
see, the experience of many white European ethnic groups in 
the United States has been one of assimilation; ethnic groups 
largely abandoned their distinct cultures and were absorbed 
into the nation’s dominant culture. The assimilation experi- 
ence is often partially voluntary, as minority group mem- 
bers emulate the dominant culture, and partially coerced as 
majority-group members require others to conform to their 
cultural expectations. 

Segregation involves keeping distinct social groups physically 
and socially separate and unequal. \n the United States, segrega- 
tion is most associated with the oppression of African Ameri- 
cans, especially in the South after the Civil War and before the 
civil rights movement. 

Genocide is the systematic killing of a group of people, based 
on their race, ethnicity, nationality, or religion. Typically, geno- 
cide involves a majority group seeking to exterminate a mi- 
nority group. The deliberate killing of Jews and others by the 
Nazi regime in Germany and other European countries during 
World War I is the most infamous example of genocide, but 
not the first and, unfortunately, not the last (Kiernan 2007). 


Minority Group Responses 
to Discrimination 


Minority groups can respond to majority-group domination in 
a variety of ways: 


& Withdrawal involves physically escaping the worst op- 
pression. As we will see, the Great Migration of African 
Americans out of the South to the North and Midwest in 
the early and mid-twentieth century is one example of this 
strategy. Other examples include the formation of racial 
and ethnic enclaves in urban areas: places with names like 
Germantown, Little Italy, and Chinatown. 


m Passing involves blending in with the dominant group. 
White ethnics in the United States often changed their 


names on arrival to better blend into the dominant Anglo- 
Saxon culture. Germans with the name “Schmidt” would 
change it to “Smith,” for example. 
Today many recent immigrants from 
Vietnam, China, India, and else- 
where similarly adopt names that are 
more familiar to native-born Ameri- 
cans and easier for them to spell and 
pronounce. Passing can also occur 
when people in a minority group take 
advantage of physical similarities to 
the members of the majority group, 
as when light-skinned Blacks conceal 
their race or even change their hair to 
appear more “white.” 


™ Code-switching—a term coined by sociologist Elijah 
Anderson (1999)—refers to the strategy of complying 
with the social expectations of the majority by creating a 
“front-stage” self-presentation while maintaining a differ- 
ent more comfortable and authentic “back-stage” identity. 
Code-switching may involve dressing “white” or using 
“white” English at work or school, while retaining a more 
comfortable mother tongue, ethnic slang, and ethnic dress 
at home. 


@ Resistance involves actively asserting oneself—either in- 
dividually or collectively—in defiance of majority dis- 
crimination. The many civil rights struggles that have 
characterized U.S. history are examples of this strategy. 


and Ethnic Diversity 
in the United States 


In the United States, ideas about race and ethnicity are rooted 
in the country’s history—the European conquest of native 
peoples, the immigration of Europeans, the enslavement of Af 
ricans, and the recruitment of Asian laborers. 


Native Peoples 


In 1492, before Europeans established their first permanent 
settlements in the Western Hemisphere, an estimated 50 mil- 
lion people lived in North and South America, about 5 million 
of them in what is today the United States and Canada (Taylor 
2001). When Europeans arrived, the Aztec capital of Tenoch- 
titln had a quarter of a million inhabitants—five times the 
size of London at the time (Gonzalez 2000). Native peoples 
formed hundreds of different societies with unique languages, 
religions, forms of government, and cultural traditions. These 
ranged from the Inuit, who lived in nomadic bands in what is 
today the Canadian Arctic, to the powerful urban civilizations 
of the Aztec and Maya in what is today Mexico and the Inca in 
what is today Peru. 
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The European invasion that began with Christopher Co- 
lumbus’s first voyage in 1492 had a devastating effect on native 
peoples. At any given place, within a decade after contact with 
Europeans, the native population typically fell to about half its 
precontact numbers, and within fifty years to just one tenth 
(Taylor 2001). Most of this devastation was caused by dis- 
ease. The native peoples had no immunity to the many infec- 
tions the Europeans brought with them, including smallpox, 
measles, tuberculosis, and the bubonic plague, and they suc- 
cumbed to them in huge numbers. Like many European set- 
tlers, early Massachusetts founder John Winthrop interpreted 
the widespread deaths as a sign that God was “making room” 
for the colonists and “hath hereby cleared our title to this 
place” (in Takaki 2008, 40). 

Of those who survived disease, many were killed as Eu- 
ropean powers, vying for control of the Americas, steadily 
dispossessed native peoples of their land and autonomy. By 
just before the American Revolution in 1776, the British and 
French controlled much of what became the United States and 
Canada. The Spanish were the dominant power in what is now 
the southwestern United States, Mexico, and much of Latin 
and South America, whereas the Portuguese controlled what 
is now Brazil. 

After it achieved independence from Britain, the United 
States continued to subjugate and uproot the native popula- 
tions of North America as it expanded westward. Its tactics 
included political deception, blatant treaty violations, forcible 
removal, and military conquest. By 1890, the country’s Native 
American population had been reduced to less than 250,000 
(Gibson and Jung 2002) who were confined largely to reserva- 
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By 1890, conquest and 
expansion had confined 
most of the Native Ameri- 
can population to a series 
of reservations, transform- 
ing North America from a 
land controlled by dozens 
of different native societies 
to one dominated by white 
European Americans. Source: 
Davidson et al. (2011). 
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tions that represented only a tiny fraction of the lands their an- 
cestors had once occupied (Map 10.2). The U.S. government, 
which managed these reservations, sometimes seized Native 
American children and sent them to boarding schools where 
they were taught English and encouraged to adopt Christian- 
ity and abandon their own language and culture. 

Native peoples struggled to maintain their cultural identity 
despite this invasion, and they have had an enduring and con- 
tinuing impact on post-conquest societies, especially in places 
with the densest precontact populations, such as Mexico, Gua- 
temala, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia. 


Hispanics or Latinos 


In the first half of the 1500s, various Spanish explorers traveled 
through what is today the southern half of the United States, 
claiming the region for Spain as they went. These expeditions— 
which took place decades before the 1607 founding of the first 
British colony at Jamestown, Virginia—gave names to many 
geographical features in the United States and established some 
of its earliest European settlements, including St. Augustine in 
Florida and Santa Fe in New Mexico (Gonzalez 2000). 

Spanish control of areas that became Mexico, Puerto Rico, 
Cuba, and other nations of Central and South America laid 
the foundation for ethnic combinations that we now define as 
Hispanic or Latino. 


MEXICAN AMERICANS Mexican Americans are 
the largest Latino group in the United States, partly because 
when Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821, it 
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included what are today the states of Texas, New Mexico, Ari- 
zona, California, Nevada, Utah, and part of Colorado. In the 
1820s, thousands of white U.S. citizens illegally crossed the 
Mexican border into the sparsely populated region of Téjas— 
present-day Texas. By 1835, U.S. citizens in the region out- 
numbered Mexicans by five to one. A year later they launched 
an insurrection that ended with the creation of the Republic of 
Texas. Its president, Sam Houston, declared in his inaugural 
address that the newly created republic reflected “glory on the 
Anglo-Saxon race” (Montejano 1987; Takaki 2008, 158). 

In 1845 the United States annexed Texas, and an ensuing 
border dispute provided the justification for the Mexican- 
American War (1846-1848). By the end of the war, the United 
States seized nearly half of Mexico, including what is now Cal- 
ifornia and the U.S. southwest, fulfilling the common belief in 
Manifest Destiny, which asserted that white Americans had a 
divinely ordained right and duty to occupy the continent from 
coast to coast (Horsman 1981). 

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that concluded the war 
in 1848 granted U.S. citizenship to about 80,000 formerly 
Mexican citizens who now found themselves living within the 
United States. Overnight, they had become, as Mexican Amer- 
ican leader Pablo de la Guerra, later put it, “foreigners in their 
own land” (Takaki 2008, 165). In California, the discovery 
of gold that same year triggered a massive influx of Anglos— 
white English speakers—making Mexican Americans a mi- 
nority there. Ironically, the newly arrived Whites often saw the 
native Mexicans as “foreign” competitors for their land claims. 

As they gained political power, Anglos began changing the 
laws already biased in favor of Whites to give themselves fur- 
ther advantages at the expense of the native Mexican popula- 
tion, creating a de facto racial caste system. Throughout the 
Southwest, Mexican Americans faced the same segregation 


G One way to dominate a popula- 
tion is to eradicate its culture. Native 
American boarding schools, typically 
run by Christian missionaries, taught 
native children to adopt European 
ways of life and abandon their own 
language, religion, traditions, and 
styles of dress. 
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as African Americans. They were 
excluded from many restaurants 
and other public facilities, and 
their children attended segregated 
schools intended to prepare them 
to be farm workers, not to help 
them get ahead. White-controlled 
courts also rejected the titles 
many Mexican Americans held 
to land, thus helping Anglos gain 
control of most of the Southwest. 
Deprived of land, many Mexican 
Americans worked for Anglos in 
mining, railroad construction, 
and ranching and farming, earning lower wages than their 
white counterparts (Montejano 1987). Both stoking and ex- 
ploiting this racial and ethnic conflict, employers were able to 
blunt efforts by Mexican Americans and other workers to or- 
ganize unions and strike for better conditions (Roediger 1999). 

Some Mexican citizens, meanwhile, fled the political tur- 
moil of the 1910 Mexican Revolution and headed north 
across the U.S. border in search of security and work. But 
then, when work dried up during the Great Depression of the 
1930s, 400,000 Mexicans—including many U.S.-born citi- 
zens—were sent back to Mexico, sometimes forcibly. Just a few 
years later, though, labor shortages that followed the outbreak 
of World War I] prompted the U.S. government to recruit 
200,000 Mexican laborers to work temporarily in the United 
States through the dbracero program (from brazos for arms). 
Since then, agriculture in the Southwest has remained depen- 
dent on the labor of migrant Mexican and Mexican-American 
farm workers. The low pay and difficult conditions of this work 
sparked many labor disputes, which increased in the 1960s and 
1970s with the rise of the United Farm Workers union led by 
César Chavez and Dolores Huerta. 


PUERTO RICANS Puerto Ricans, the second larg- 
est Latino group in the United States, are also linked to U.S. 
expansion. The United States invaded and occupied Puerto 
Rico during the Spanish-American War of 1898, transform- 
ing the island from a Spanish colony to a U.S. colony. In the 
ensuing decades, U.S. sugar companies acquired vast tracts of 
land on the island, displacing small growers and prompting 
sometimes violent labor clashes. Many agricultural workers 
fled to the U.S. mainland in search of better opportunities. In 
1917, Puerto Ricans became U.S. citizens and, in 1947, Puerto 
Rico became a commonwealth with the right to elect its own 
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Understanding Whiteness 


na classic essay, Peggy McIntosh (1988) notes that Whites 

are often taught to recognize the disadvantages that minori- 

_ ties face but not the advantages they enjoy as Whites. She 

_ describes some of the dozens of ways that she benefits from 
white privilege in her daily life. When she shops, for example, 
she doesn’t experience the suspicion and harassment to which 
minorities are often subjected. Minorities are often judged in- 
dividually as if they represented their entire community: If they 
excel, they are a credit to the community; if they behave ques- 
tionably, it’s because of the deficiencies of their community. As a 
white person, Mcintosh does not bear this burden. Cumulatively, 
these and similar advantages constitute an “invisible package of 
unearned assets,” as McIntosh calls it, that reflects the dominant 
position of the white majority in the United States. 

Mcintosh’s essay is one example of the study of whiteness. 
People often think of race in terms of minorities. But white 
majorities in the European colonies created the modern idea of 
“race” during the eighteenth century, and to understand “race” 
we must understand whiteness and its connection to power and 
inequality. 

Although he is best known for writing about the condition of 
black Americans, African American sociologist and activist W.E.B. 
Du Bois (1935/1998) recognized the importance of whiteness a 
century ago. Although American society as a whole was divided 
by class, he noted, the working class was divided further along 
racial lines. White workers might be poorly paid, but they were 
“compensated in part by a sort of public and psychological wage. 
They were given public deference and titles of courtesy because 
they were white” (p. 700). They, like white people of all classes, 
could attend public functions and enjoy public parks. They were 
served by a white police force, by a court system staffed by white 
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governor. Although it otherwise remains subject to U.S. law, 
it has only a nonvoting delegate to Congress and its residents 
cannot vote for president. Puerto Ricans are divided about the 
island’s future political status. Some support the current ar- 
rangement, some favor gaining U.S. statehood, and some ad- 
vocate independence (Takaki 2008). 


CUBAN AMERICANS The Spanish colony of Cuba, 


unlike Puerto Rico, gained formal independence after the 
Spanish-American War. However, it remained subject to U.S. 
military and economic intervention and suffered from political 
instability. In 1959, Fidel Castro led a revolution to overthrow 
the Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista and instituted radical 
economic reform, eventually aligning his nation with the So- 
viet Union and communist bloc nations. Castro’s reforms were 
popular among many of the country’s poor, but not among the 
more afHuent middle and upper classes, many of whom fled to 


jurists, and by white elected officials, and they had access to the 
best schools, which were reserved for them. Ironically, however, 
by embracing these race-based privileges, white workers lost the 
opportunity to organize with black workers to improve condi- 
tions for all of them. 

Du Bois was writing at a very different moment in history than 
ours, of course, but sociologists have used his basic sociological 
insights to inform their current analysis of race, particularly on 
the nature of whiteness (Rothenberg 2004). Sociologists en- 
gaged in “whiteness studies” examine both the historical roots 
and the contemporary processes associated with whiteness 
and white privilege. The questions they explore (some of which 
are discussed in this chapter) include: How did diverse ethnic 
groups once considered fundamentally different become lumped 
together as “Whites”? How have the US. political, legal, and 
economic systems been structured to give advantages to Whites? 
Does white privilege endure, and, if so, what forms does it take? 
How can Whites help to combat racism and its legacy? 

The point is not to blame today’s Whites for the history of 
racial injustice. Instead, whiteness studies help us better under- 
stand that history of injustice, to recognize its continuing legacy 
today, and to use those insights to work toward a more just 
society. 


think about it 


1. Has your education about race included consideration of what it 
means to be “white?” 

2. How does the study of whiteness illustrate the sociological insight 
that power is a social relationship? 
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the United States, forming the core of today’s Cuban American 
community. 


WASPs and White Ethnic 
Groups 


The colonies founded by Great Britain on the east coast of 
North America were what became the early United States, 
and for many years the descendents of colonial-era immi- 
grants from Great Britain—White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, 
or WASPS—were the country’s most powerful ethnic group. 
Other white ethnic groups arrived in large numbers during the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 


WHITE ANGLO-SAXON PROTESTANTS The 
WASP label combines race, ethnicity, and religion. It refers 
mostly to people of English ancestry but also includes those 


of Scottish and Welsh ancestry. It excludes Whites from other 
parts of Europe as well as Catholics and Jews. (The Through a 
Sociological Lens box explores the study of whiteness.) 

WASPs were not a single unified group. Religious rivalries 
and class divisions made life better for some than for others. 
However, as the first immigrants to what was to become the 
United States, WASPs were able to develop and control the 
countrys emerging government, business, and religious in- 
stitutions. They thus amassed enormous power and avoided 
the sorts of discrimination that later immigrants would have 
to overcome. In the early years of the United States, WASPs 
typically believed in white racial superiority—often calling 
themselves the Anglo-Saxon race—and created laws to exclude 
non-Whites from the new nation. 

The monopoly on power that WASPs maintained through 
much of U.S. history loosened considerably by the middle of 
the twentieth century. The influence of this group endures, 
however, on much of U.S. culture, most noticeably in the use 
of English as the country’s dominant language and the stand- 
ing of Protestant Christianity as the country’s largest religious 
affiliation. 


WHITE ETHNIC GROUPS The first major wave 
of European immigrants who were not WASPs arrived in the 
early and mid-nineteenth century. After their English landlords 
evicted them to make way for more grazing lands for cattle and 
sheep, many impoverished Irish tenant farmers were left de- 
pendent on potatoes for survival. When blight devastated the 
potato crop in Ireland in 1845, hundreds of thousands of Irish 
tenant farmers fled to the United States. At around the same 
time, large numbers of Germans arrived, as well. 

Many WASPs at first denied these and other European 
newcomers equal racial standing with themselves, referring to 
them instead as “Celtic” (Irish, Welsh, Scots), “Alpine” (Ger- 
man, Norwegian, Swedish, and other central European), and 
“Mediterranean” (Italian, Spanish, Greek, and other southern 
European). But as the new groups gained some power, they 
rejected these separate designations and claimed the mantle of 
racial superiority together with WASPs as part of a broadened 
“white” race (Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and Moses 2007). 

The history of the Irish in America illustrates this pro- 
cess (Ignatiev 1996). The Irish had white skin, but they were 
Catholic, not Protestant, and many spoke Gaelic (Irish) rather 
than English. As a result, many WASPs considered the Irish 
a different race and discriminated against them as they did 
against black people, though never subjecting the Irish to the 
systematic legal discrimination Blacks faced. Often poor and 
unskilled, the Irish commonly lived in the same neighbor- 
hoods as free Blacks in northern cities and were often referred 
to as “white Negroes.” Common stereotypes portrayed them as 
happy, lazy, and stupid with a penchant for drink, dance, and 
music—stereotypes that were also associated with Blacks. 

In time, the Irish learned English and took steps to differ- 
entiate themselves from black people, establishing their own 


A Along with Italians, Jews, Greeks, and others, Irish immigrants 
were among those not considered “white” in the nineteenth century 
and subject to discrimination. Common complaints were that new 
immigrants didn't speak English, had unfamiliar religious beliefs, had 
strange cultural practices, had too many children, engaged in crime 
and excessive drinking, and took away jobs from established Ameri- 
cans. How do such criticisms compare to today’s discussions about 
immigration? 


churches and schools and forming their own social organiza- 
tions. Although they had earlier supported the abolition of 
slavery, they gained political power by associating themselves 
with the Democratic Party, which at that time supported slav- 
ery. As a result, the Irish eventually came to be perceived as 
“Whites” in American society—an option not available to 
darker-skinned people of African or Asian descent. 

The second—and largest—wave of white ethnic immigrants 


arrived between 1890 and 1924. During that span, 20 million - 


people came to the United States, most of them from southern 
and eastern Europe, including Italians, Poles, and Jews. Driven 
by poverty or political repression and drawn by the demand for 
labor in a rapidly industrializing United States, they were of- 
ten met with resentment, prejudice, discrimination in housing 
and employment, and, sometimes, outright violence (Daniels 


1997). 


thinking abouteyJture 


Can you think of ways in which the WASP influence on culture has affected you? Consider 
common words you use, values you have, and the history you were taught in school. 
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Anti-immigrant sentiment increased after World War I 
(1914-1918), resulting in the Immigration Act of 1924. This 
law slashed total immigration to 150,000 a year (excepting im- 
migration from the Western Hemisphere) and dramatically 
reduced the percentage of foreign-born people in the United 
States for the next forty years. The legislation effectively ended 
Asian immigration because it prohibited immigration by 
“aliens ineligible to citizenship” and naturalization was lim- 
ited to Whites only. It also slashed immigration from southern 
and eastern Europe through a severely restrictive quota system 


(Daniels 1997). 


African Americans 


Unique among the diverse racial and ethnic groups that make 
up the U.S. population, most African Americans are descended 
from people forcibly removed from their homeland, sent here 
against their will, and subjected to a lifetime of coerced labor. 
This experience is reflected in the distinctively 

North American idea of race that European 
colonists created to justify an economic 
system based on the slave labor of Afri- 
cans. Before the American experience, 
slavery existed mostly independent of 
race. Greeks and Romans kept slaves 
with pale skin just like themselves, 
while some dark-skinned Africans cap- 
tured and enslaved dark-skinned mem- 
bers of other African tribes. In what be- 
came the United States, however, a new 
notion of race was invented piecemeal, 
over a series of decades, and eventually 
used to justify a race-based slave system that 
was the foundation of the agricultural economy 

of the day, especially in the American South (Johnson and 
Smith 1999; Smedley 2007). This process so influenced the 
uniquely American notions of race—and the interaction be- 
tween race and class in the United States—that it warrants 
close attention. 


INDENTURED SERVITUDE Race-based slavery 
emerged only after a labor system based on white indentured 
servitude failed. When English colonists settled the region 
that later became the United States, they needed workers to 
build settlements and raise crops. Especially during the early 
and mid-1600s, colonists relied primarily on the labor of in- 
dentured servants. These poor Whites, mostly Britons and 
Germans, contracted to work for a period of four to seven 
years in exchange for trans-Atlantic passage and sometimes 
“freedom dues”—which might include food, clothes, a gun, 
and, most important, land—upon completion of their con- 
tract. Some came voluntarily; others—including homeless 
children, convicts, beggars, and others considered by British 
officials to be social undesirables—were shipped forcibly. The 
work was brutal and the conditions harsh, and many inden- 
tured servants died before gaining their freedom. In many 
ways, they were essentially slaves: they were bought and sold 


as property, served at the whim of their employers, and were 
often chained and beaten. Unlike slaves, however, they suf- 
fered only temporary servitude; slavery was lifelong (Jordan 
and Walsh 2008). 

Indentured servitude declined eventually, however. As 
word of the harsh conditions spread, fewer people volunteered 
to indenture themselves. Unrest grew among indentured ser- 
vants who had been cheated of their freedom dues, and in 
1676, white and black servants joined black slaves in Bacon’s 
Rebellion in Virginia, frightening wealthy colonial officials. 
To maintain their authority, powerful Whites used race to 
keep poor Whites from joining forces with poor Blacks and 
slaves (Johnson and Smith 1999; Horton and Horton 2005). 


SLAVERY AS AN ECONOMIC INSTITUTION 
In the early 1600s, Africans were only a small part of the 
colonial work force. At first, many were treated similarly to 
white indentured servants. They lived with white servants; 
had similar legal rights, including the right to sign contracts; 
and were even able to travel to some extent. As the supply of 
indentured servants dwindled, however, white planters began 
to rely increasingly on the labor of black African slaves. 
The enslaved Africans were the victims of an 
economic system that linked 
England, West Africa, and 
England’s American colo- 
nies in a three-stage pattern 
of trade. In the first stage, 
English goods were shipped 
to West Africa and traded 
for Africans who had been kid- 
napped by fellow Africans and sold 
to European slavers. Packed into ships 
under horrific conditions, up to 20 million 
captives suffered the second stage, the infamous middle pas- 
sage from Africa to the Americas that only half would survive. 
In the Americas, they were exchanged for raw materials such 
as tobacco, rice, and cotton. Finally, the raw materials were 
shipped to England and exchanged for finished goods, begin- 
ning the cycle again (Johnson and Smith 1999; Horton and 
Horton 2006). 


THE RACIALIZATION OF SLAVERY As the 
importance of slave labor grew, the ideology justifying it 
changed. At first, colonists claimed that as non-Christians, 
Africans were unworthy of freedom. In a few cases, African 
slaves successfully sued for their freedom after converting to 
Christianity. By the end of the 1600s, however, with slaves in- 
creasingly converting to Christianity, religious differences no 
longer provided a convincing rationale for enslaving Africans 
and their descendants (Johnson and Smith 1999; Horton and 
Horton 2006). Instead, Whites now drew on pseudo-science 
and, ironically, biblical scripture to claim that black Africans 
were a different and inferior human subspecies fit only to serve 
the superior white race (Smedley 2007). 

At the same time, wealthy Southern landowners used their 
political clout to strip slaves of any legal rights and to define 


“ay This man’s back shows the scars left 
from brutal whippings he received as a slave 
in the American South. 


“> This idealized image of George Washington, painted in 1853, shows the nation’s first 
president on his Mount Vernon plantation among his slaves. Like other large landowners 
of the time, Washington depended on slave labor to run his home and to generate his 
wealth by working his plantation. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


> What cultural beliefs about the nature of slavery does this painting promote? Who 
do you think is the intended audience for a picture like this? 


slave status legally in racial terms. In 1705 the Virginia Assem- 
bly for the first time passed laws designating slaves as property. 
Slave rebellions in the following years provoked increasingly 
restrictive laws, including laws making it illegal for slaves to 
learn to read (Johnson and Smith 1999; Horton and Horton 
2006). 


SLAVERY AND AFFLUENCE Race-based slavery, 
justified by an ideology that viewed Africans as less than hu- 
man, underlay the growing wealth of the new colonial elites 
and not just in the South. Members of a white planter aristoc- 
racy owned large estates and benefitted directly from the labor 
of their many slaves. George Washington, among the wealthi- 
est colonists of his day, owned more than 300 slaves. But even 
the northern colonies—not directly dependent on plantation 
agriculture—benefited from slavery. Merchants, shipbuilders, 
metal smiths, rum distillers, sawmill operators, and many oth- 
ers all profited directly or indirectly from the slave trade (John- 
son and Smith 1999; Horton and Horton 2006). 

Slaves lived under varied conditions, but their labor was 
always coerced, and the coercion was backed by force, often 
applied barbarically. White masters also often took it as their 
prerogative to rape their female slaves, and the offspring of 
these encounters were legally slaves at birth. Slaves resisted 
their oppression in various ways, from avoiding work, to escap- 
ing, to joining rebellions (Johnson and Smith 1999; Horton 
and Horton 2006). 


SLAVERY’S LEGACY While Thomas Jefferson was 
writing “All men are created equal” in the Declaration of In- 
dependence, a slave in the next room was on call to attend to 
his every need. In 1776, some Whites recognized that slavery 
was unjust and spoke out against it, but they were few. Slavery 
persisted for nearly a hundred years in the newly independent 
United States until it was outlawed by the Thirteenth Amend- 
ment to the U.S. Constitution in the wake of the Civil War 
(1861-1865). The legacy of slavery endured, however, with the 
imposition of legalized (de jure) racial segregation in the South 
and segregation in fact (de facto), if not by law, in much of the 
rest of the country. Under the South’s so-called Jim Crow laws, 
all aspects of life, including housing, employment, education, 
and political participation, were structured along racial lines, 
ensuring that Blacks and Whites would remain separate and 
unequal. 

Racial segregation was enforced through violence and ter- 
ror. Between 1882 and 1968, for example, white mobs lynched 
and killed an estimated 4,742 Blacks (and many members of 
other ethnic minorities, as well) (Allen et al. 2000). During 
the Great Migration of the early and middle twentieth century, 
many African Americans—some two million by 1930—fled 
the repressive South in search of economic opportunity in the 
urban North (Takiki 2008). 

African Americans had long challenged their subordinate 
status under Jim Crow, and in the 1950s these efforts coalesced 
and intensified in the civil rights movement. By the mid-1960s, 
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A group of white people in Indiana pose proudly for a photo after a lynching 
in 1930. Lynchings of this sort, often of alleged criminals, were conducted in broad 
daylight with the consent of local authorities. Some were treated as community 
events with a carnival atmosphere. Photos like this one—sometimes including 
children—were regularly taken to commemorate the occasion, and copies of these 


gruesome pictures were then sold as postcards. 


this landmark movement had succeeded in dismantling legal 
segregation and begun to significantly change the country’s en- 
trenched culture of racism. 


Asian Americans 


The experiences of African slaves in the plantation economy 
were unique. However, throughout U.S. history, race and eth- 
nicity have been used repeatedly to divide workers for the ben- 
efit of the powerful. Early Asian Americans experienced this 
phenomenon as well. 


CHINESE AMERICANS Early Chinese immigrants 
o the United States fled the violence of Brit- 

ain’s “Opium Wars,” political turmoil re- 
sulting from peasant rebellions, and harsh 
economic conditions. The hope of finding 
possible riches in the California Gold Rush of 
1849 motivated the earliest Chinese to immi- 
grate. More came between 1863 and 1869— 
recruited to displace higher-paid Irish work- 
ers—to build the transcontinental railroad, a 
massive, sometimes brutally dangerous, labor- 
intensive project. After the railroad was com- 
pleted, some Chinese workers moved to cit- 
ies, most notably San Francisco, while others 
played a prominent role in California’s emerg- 
ing agricultural economy (Takaki 2008). 


A group gathers behind the barbed wire 
fence of an internment camp in California around 
1942. Camps like these kept Japanese Americans 
confined for the duration of World War II. 
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The Chinese were particularly vulnerable to 
discrimination because, as non-Whites, they were 
ineligible for U.S. citizenship. California, for ex- 
ample, targeted them with a special tax on foreign 
miners who were not going to become citizens. 
Over the years, white workers grew increasingly 
resentful of Chinese workers, often blaming them 
for taking their jobs and driving down wages. 
In the 1870s, Irish American politician Dennis 
Kearney rose to prominence in California with 
the slogan “The Chinese must go!” and led violent 
attacks on Chinese workers. In the early 1890s, 
unemployed white workers rioted throughout 
California, beating and sometimes shooting Chi- 
nese immigrants and shipping them out of town 
in freight cars in what the Chinese would come 
to call the “driving out” (Takaki 2008). Anti- 
Chinese feeling culminated in the Chinese Exclu- 
sion Act of 1882—the first U.S. law to prohibit 
immigration on the basis of a specific national- 
ity—effectively ending Chinese immigration for a 
decade (Takaki 2008). 

In the face of this hostility, Chinese immigrants 
already in the country often had to develop their 
own businesses and rely on their own community for support. 
Chinese laundries—which were inexpensive to start up—be- 
came a staple of many western cities, and urban “Chinatowns” 
emerged as the center of Chinese social and economic life. 


JAPANESE, KOREAN, AND FILIPINO AMER- 
Japanese, Koreans, and Filipinos have distinct 
cultures and sometimes conflicting histories, but they share 
some common experiences in the United States. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, some 200,000 Japa- 
nese, along with others from countries including China, Ko- 
rea, and the Philippines, were recruited to work on sugar-cane 
plantations in Hawaii, which was annexed as a U.S. territory 


in 1898. Plantation owners expected that this ethnic diversity 
would keep their workforce divided and vulnerable to exploita- 
tion. In 1919, however, the workers united in a successful strike 
and formed the Hawaii Laborers’ Association, Hawaii’s first 
interethnic union (Jung 2006, Takaki 2008). From Hawaii, 
some Japanese, Korean, and Filipino immigrants went on to 
the mainland, most of them to work on farms in California. 
The Asian Exclusion Act, part of the Immigration Act of 1924, 
however, brought Asian immigration to a virtual stop. 

In what was perhaps the most dramatically racist act against 
an Asian group in the country’s history, the U.S. government 
interned nearly 120,000 Japanese Americans—two-thirds of 
them U.S. born—for the duration of World War II. In the 
wake of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the 
government uprooted entire families and sent them to camps 
in often remote and desolate areas of the country. Although 
the United States was at war with Germany and Italy as well 
as Japan, no such measures were taken against white Ameri- 
cans with German or Italian ancestry. In 1988 the U.S. gov- 
ernment paid survivors of the camps $20,000 each in repa- 
rations and apologized for what it called a “grave injustice,” 
admitting that the internments were done “without adequate 
security reasons” and “were motivated largely by racial preju- 
dice, wartime hysteria, and a failure of political leadership” 
[Public Law 100-383 (1988)]. 


Biversity Today 


As a result of the civil rights movement and immigration, U.S. 
society is one of the most racially and ethnically diverse societ- 
ies in the world. 


The Civil Rights Revolution 
During the 1950s and 1960s, the struggle for social justice 


known as the civil rights movement succeeded in disman- 
tling legal discrimination for the first time in U.S. history 
and fostered a culture of tolerance that made racial and ethnic 
prejudice broadly unacceptable. Sometimes working through 
interracial and interethnic coalitions, previously marginalized 
groups celebrated their distinct cultures, gained some political 
power, and challenged discriminatory practices. Changes in 
immigration law that Congress enacted in the 1960s contrib- 
uted further to the new diversity that has marked the United 
States ever since. 


Racial and Ethnic Groups 
Today 


Although the United States as a whole is diverse, that diver- 
sity varies significantly from region to segion. According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau (2009a), different ancestries predominate 
in each of the four major regions of the country. In the North- 
east, Irish ancestry is the most common (17 percent), whereas 
African American ancestry is most common in the South 


SUMMARY OF MAJOR RACIAL 
TABLE 10.1 


AND ETHNIC GROUPS IN 
THE UNITED STATES, 2010 


Percentage Within 


Racial/Ethnic Group Population 
White (any ethnicity) 72.4% 
Memaraente mite eon } 
Latino/Hispanic (any race) 16.3 
Black or African meena 12.6 
Asian a 4.8 
American den or Alaska Native 0.9 
Native Pegeion and Pacific islander 0.2 


Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2011¢, 2011e, 2010h). 


(19 percent), German in the Midwest (29.3 percent), and Mex- 
ican in the West (23.4 percent). 


WHITE AMERICANS At 72.4 percent of the popula- 
tion, white people of many different ancestries continue to be 
by far the largest racial group in U.S. society. Non-Hispanic 
Whites account for 63.7 percent of the population (see Table 
10.1). Whites are found in substantial numbers throughout 
the country, with especially heavy concentrations in parts of 
the Midwest and northern New England. In 2010, only Ha- 
waii, New Mexico, California, and Texas (as well as the Dis- 
trict of Columbia) were “majority minority” states with a non- 
Hispanic white population of less than 50 percent. In contrast, 
about half of the states were at least 75 percent white and non- 
Hispanic (U.S. Census Bureau 2011c, 2011e). 


HISPANICS OR LATINOS Latinos are the largest 
and fastest-growing minority group in the United States. Num- 
bering 50.5 million in 2010, they make up 16.3 percent of the 
U.S. population and are expected to be nearly one-quarter of 
the U.S. population by 2050. Nearly 53 percent identify them- 
selves as white only, 2.5 percent as black or African American 
only, and 6 percent as two or more races; and 36.7 percent 
report being of “some other race,” likely treating Hispanic 
as a racial rather than ethnic category (U.S. Census Bureau 
2011c, 2011e). Latinos are concentrated in the Southwest and 
West (reflecting the annexation of these areas from Mexico), in 
Florida (where Cuban Americans are concentrated), and in the 
New York metropolitan area. 


AFRICAN AMERICANS African Americans number 
nearly 39 million. At about 12.6 percent of the U.S. popula- 
tion, they are the nation’s largest racial minority. Most African 
Americans live in the South, but they are also a major pres- 
ence in cities of the northeast and northern Midwest. In addi- 
tion, recent immigrants are diversifying the African American 
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community, especially in major metropolitan areas. In 2007, 
nearly 8 percent of those who reported their race as only black 
were foreign born, compared with just 1 percent in 1960 (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2011c, 2011e, 2010h). 


ASIAN AMERICANS Asian Americans today ac- 
count for 4.8 percent of the population in the United States. 
Chinese, Indian, and Filipinos are today’s largest Asian sub- 
groups. Those in the second largest subgroup—from India— 
are relatively recent arrivals. Filipinos are the third 

largest subgroup. In addition, many Koreans 
and Vietnamese immigrated to the United 
States in the wake of the Korean War and 
the Vietnam War. Asian Americans are 
mostly located on the West coast, in ma- 
jor Hawaiian urban centers, and in the 
New York region (U.S. Census Bureau 
2011c, 201 1e). 

Asian Americans are found at ev- 
ery class level, but on average they have 
both higher incomes and more education 
than members of other racial and ethnic 
groups, including Whites. As a result, they 
are often perceived to be a “model minority,” 
a label that overlooks the diversity within the 
Asian community and disregards the discrimination 
Asians have endured during much of American history. It can 
also place unfair pressure on Asian youth to live up to a stereo- 


typical ideal. 
NATIVE AMERICANS In 2010, 1.7 percent of the 


U.S. population (over 5.2 million people) reported their race as 
American Indian or Alaska Native, either alone (0.9 percent) or 
in combination with another race (0.7). Of these, 3.1 million 
identified as exclusively Native American and the rest identi- 
fied as multiracial (U.S. Census Bureau 2011c, 2011e). As with 
other groups, most native peoples identify with a particular 
tribal heritage—such as Cherokee, Iroquois, or Navajo—more 
than with such generic, outsider-imposed terms as “Indian,” 
“Native Peoples,” or “Native American.” 

Not until the passage of the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 
were Native Americans granted the unlimited right to Ameri- 
can citizenship. Before then, they had only limited access to cit- 
izenship that usually required them to give up tribal member- 
ship. Citizens or not, poverty and bleak prospects drove many 
to move away from reservations and into the white-dominated 
society. In the 1960s and 1970s, though, Native Americans 
organized to revive their traditional cultures and gain wider 
recognition of the injustices committed against them. In 1976 
the Supreme Court ruled that states do not have the right to 
regulate activities on Indian reservations, opening the way for 
the establishment of the casinos and other gambling operations 
that have provided economic opportunity for some tribes. 


ARAB AMERICANS The Arab world consists of more 
than twenty culturally varied Arabic-speaking countries. As a 
result, Arab Americans are a diverse ethnic group whose mem- 
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bers, like those of other ethnic groups, often identify more with 
their specific ancestral homelands than with a broader ethnic 
label. The three largest Arab American subgroups are those 
who report ancestry from Lebanon (30 percent), Egypt (11.7 
percent), and Syria (9.5 percent) (U.S. Census Bureau 2009a). 
Often highly educated, Arab Americans hold both bachelor’s 
and graduate degrees at nearly double the rate of Americans as 
a whole, and their median household income is slightly higher 
than the U.S. national median (Arab American Institute 2010). 

In the United States, many -people confuse the 
ethnic label “Arab” with the religious label “Mus- 

lim.” In fact, more than 80 percent of the 
world’s Muslims live outside the Arab world, 

mostly in sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast 

Asia, and the Far East. Furthermore, one 

out of ten people in the Arab world is 

not Muslim (Kayyali 2007). Among 
Arab Americans, between 50 percent 
and 63 percent are Christian, whereas 
between 24 percent and 50 percent are 

Muslim (Kayyali). Just 0.55 percent of 

the U.S. population, or about 1.7 million 

people, claim Arab ancestry (U.S. Cen- 

sus Bureau 2009a). However, because many 

Christians with Arab ancestry do not self-identify 

as Arabs, the actual number of Arab Americans may 

be much higher, perhaps 3.5 million (Arab American Institute 
2010). 

The earliest Arab immigrants, mostly Lebanese Christians, 
began arriving in the 1880s. Among more recent immigrants, 
Muslims predominate. In a striking example of the social con- 
struction of race, in 1915, George Dow, a Syrian immigrant 
living in segregated South Carolina, successfully argued in 
court that Syrians were white and therefore eligible for citi- 
zenship under the existing immigration laws, which limited 
citizenship to “free white persons” (Naff 1985). The U.S. Cen- 
sus Bureau ever since has counted Arab Americans as white. 
However, some Arab Americans petitioned the Census Bureau, 
unsuccessfully, to make “Arab” a separate racial category on 
the 2010 census (Ashmawey 2010). 

Since the September 11, 2001, attacks by Muslim extrem- 
ists, many Arab Americans, particularly Muslims, have found 
themselves demonized and subjected to discrimination and vi- 
olence. Half of American Muslims report that it has been more 
difficult to be Muslim in the United States since the attacks 
(Pew Research Center 2007). 


Immigration in the Post- 
Civil Rights Era 


In the post—civil rights era, two developments coincided to 
produce a significant change in immigration patterns. First, 
global migration increased dramatically, with people from 
poorer countries seeking economic opportunity in the world’s 
wealthy countries. Second, the Immigration and Nationality 
Act of 1965, passed in the midst of the civil rights revolution, 


Percentage of foreign-born population by region of origin 
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eliminated the discriminatory national quotas that had favored 
immigrants from northern and western Europe. Instead, the 
act put in place a system that favored family members of U.S. 
citizens, skilled workers, and political refugees. New immi- 
grants started arriving from more regions than before, and as 
a result, the percentage of foreign-born people in the United 
States from Latin America and Asia, especially, increased sig- 
nificantly, whereas the percentage of foreign-born people from 
Europe declined (see Figure 10.3). 

Significantly, the 1965 legislation allowed naturalized im- 
migrants to sponsor an unlimited number of family members 
as new immigrants. Once naturalized, these family members 
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— Other areas’ Changes in immigration law enacted in the 1960s 
eliminated preferences for European immigrants, 
contributing to a shift toward greater immigration 


from Latin American and Asian countries. Source: U.S. 


Census Bureau (2010h). 


could in turn sponsor more family members, a 
process sometimes called “chain immigration.” 
An unintended consequence of this provision 
was to increase overall immigration to unprec- 
edented levels, raising the foreign born as a 
percentage of the country’s population to lev- 
els approaching those of the 1920s (see Figure 
10.4). By 2008, about one out of eight people 
in the United States was born elsewhere. Be- 
cause recent immigrants tend to have a higher 
birthrate than native-born Americans, the result 
will significantly affect the racial and ethnic composition of 
the United States in the coming decades (Lee and Bean 2004). 
(The Sociology Works box on page 270 explores a sociology 


major’s work with immigrant tenants.) 


Transnational Migrants 


Unlike earlier immigrants, who often sought to assimilate 
into the dominant society and typically had limited con- 
tact with their homelands, many of today’s immigrants are 
transnational migrants who retain strong personal, cultural, 
and economic ties to both their country of birth and their newly 


4» The increase in unauthorized immigration has generated considerable controversy. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


borders. Others argue for continuing high levels of legal immigration and contend that unauthorized immigrants should 


CG Some people advocate limiting immigration, stricter enforcement of immigration laws, and a clampdown on the 


have more access to citizenship. What role do culture and power play in these conflicts? 
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SOCIOLOGY works 


Mikey Velarde and Community Organizing 


hen Mikey Velarde began college, he intended to study 

cognitive science. He had no idea that a few years later 

he would be helping to organize a tenants’ meeting 

in New York City’s East Harlem as part of his new job 
as a community organizer. But, motivated by a growing desire 
to understand—and challenge—racial and ethnic inequalities, 
Velarde switched from cognitive science to a major in sociology. 
He graduated with a bachelor’s degree and now works primarily 
with immigrant tenants to help them secure dignified housing in 
the face of plans for urban development that threaten to displace 
low-income residents. Velarde has learned a broad array of skills 
as he works to support local community activists in myriad ways. 
He knocks on doors to build support networks and to staff meet- 
ings of the local tenant association; he organizes community pro- 
tests; he corresponds with journalists; and he conducts research 
on housing code violations. 

Velarde helps to organize local tenants’ as- 
sociations and to support the development 
of local leaders within these organiza- 
tions. He sees the formation of these 
community-based organizations serv- 
ing a dual purpose: they contribute to a 
broader social justice movement and help 
to deliver specific, immediate benefits to 
local tenants. 

As an undergraduate, Velarde took a 
range of sociology courses that emphasized questions about the 
relationship between power and inequality with a specific focus 
on the experiences and perspectives of oppressed groups. These 
classes deepened and broadened his knowledge of the dynamic 
intersection of race, class, gender, sexuality, and nationality in 
contemporary U.S. society. 

Just about every day Velarde is reminded of the relevance of 
sociology to his work and the lives of the people he serves. He 
recalls, for example, how, during a discussion at a community 
meeting, tenants began to grasp the connections among racial 
inequality, poor housing conditions, and city policies. The fragile 
housing situation in their neighborhood, they concluded, was 
more than an isolated phenomenon, but rather an expression of 


adopted home (Gibson 1988; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Many 
recent immigrants have access to inexpensive telephone and 
Internet services that can provide instantaneous communica- 
tion with family at home. They can travel to their homeland 
more easily and can stay abreast of home country news and 
entertainment on satellite television and the Internet. Trans- 
national migrants often make remittances—money transfers 
to relatives back home—which make up a significant share of 


“Ultimately, he 
says, sociology ‘has given 
me a language to critique 
and contest unjust social 

arrangements’.” 


structural relationships that 
kept them disadvantaged. 
Overall, Velarde concludes, 
the most valuable thing he 
gained from his undergraduate 
education was the sociologi- 
cal perspective. “The best and 
most basic tool sociology has 
given me is, as Mills put it, a 
‘sociological imagination’.” Ulti- 
mately, he says, sociology “has 
given me a language to critique 
and contest unjust social ar- 
rangements. | am reminded 
even in the most difficult 
times that these very arrange- 
ments are within the reach of social actors.” 

For community organizer Mikey Velarde, 
sociology encourages hope in the capac- 
ity of human beings to recognize—and 
challenge—injustice. 

Velarde has combined his personal ex- 
perience as a Chicano from El Paso, Texas 
with the insights he gained from sociol- 

ogy to cultivate a sociological imagination 
that he brings to bear on his efforts to help 
the residents of East Harlem improve their lives. He urges others 
to similarly bring the sociological imagination to bear on their 
own goals and circumstances. His advice? “Connect to the mate- 
rial from your own social location and life experience.” 


think about it 


1. What relationship does Mikey Velarde see between sociology and 
his work in East Harlem? 


Mikey Velarde 


2. How does the sociological perspective encourage Velarde’s 
optimism about our capacity to challenge injustice? 


the national economies of most Central American countries, 
the Philippines, Pakistan, Egypt, and other nations (Vertovec 
2009). Recognizing these trends, some countries—such as the 
Philippines—make it easy for migrants to retain their citizen- 
ship even as they become citizens in their new homeland. These 
emerging models of citizenship are likely to become more com- 
mon, promoting economic advancement and social integration 
without full cultural accommodation. 
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Unauthorized Immigration 


The surge in immigration that began in the 1960s has been fol- 
lowed by a political backlash similar to the one that followed 
the earlier surge that began in the late nineteenth century. As 
before, critics worry that increasing the number of immigrants 
from different cultures will potentially “disunite” the country 
(Schlesinger 1998). Unlike before, however, the focus of to- 
day’s backlash is unauthorized immigrants. 

Because these immigrants are by definition “unauthorized” 
(they are also called “illegal” or “undocumented”), determining 
their exact number is impossible. The Department of Homeland 
Security estimates that 10.8 million of them were in the United 
States in 2010—about a million fewer than three years earlier, a 
decrease that is likely due to the downturn in the economy. Over 
60 percent entered the United States before 2000, and nearly 
two-thirds (62 percent) are from Mexico. Nearly half live in 
California (24 percent), Texas (16 percent), or Florida (7 percent) 
(Hoefer, Rytina, and Baker 2011). They are employed mostly in 
agriculture, construction, and service occupations. 

Several factors have contributed to the increase in undocu- 
mented immigrants. First, many Mexicans were recruited as 
legal temporary workers under the bracero program that began 
in the 1940s. When the program ended in 1964, many stayed 
in the United States without documentation (Durand, Massey, 
and Zenteno 2001). Second, the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) took effect in 1994, eliminating barriers 
to cross-border trade and investment and undermining broad 
sectors of the Mexican economy. In particular, many small- 
scale Mexican farms failed in the face of competition from 
government-subsidized U.S. agricultural products. As a result, 
displaced Mexican workers sought opportunities in the United 
States (Portes 2002). Finally, U.S. employers play a signifi- 
cant role in recruiting immigrant laborers, including undocu- 
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14% — The number of people in the United States born 
elsewhere has reached unprecedented levels 

12% (purple line, left axis), but the percentage of the 
U.S. population that is foreign born is still less 

10% today than it was in the late 1800s and early 


1900S (orange line, right axis). Source: U.S. Census 
Bureau (2010h). 
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mented workers, especially in agricultural and meat processing 


facilities (Rodriguez 2004). 
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and Power: 
Explaining Ethnic and 
Racial Inequality 


Why has U.S. history been so marked by racial and ethnic 
inequality? And why has inequality persisted, as we will see, 
in a society in which discrimination is outlawed? To answer 
these questions we need to look through the lens of sociologi- 
cal theories about culture, structure, and power at both the 
legacy of past racial discrimination as well as the new forms 
of discrimination that have emerged since the civil rights era. 
These theories address the attitudes and behavior of individu- 
als as well as processes that take place within institutions and 
society as a whole. 


Enduring Inequality 


Since the civil rights era, minority groups in the United States 
have made remarkable progress, but most continue to experi- 
ence discrimination. 


m= Housing. Numerous studies show that racial discrimina- 
tion is a significant factor in the continuing stark racial and 
ethnic segregation of the nation’s neighborhoods (Squires, 
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Friedman and Saidat 2002; U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development 2005). 


@ Education. Although their achievement is com- 
parable in the early school years, Blacks lag behind 
Whites on many education measures by the time 
they reach middle school. Teachers in black- 
majority districts have less experience and are more 
likely to be teaching outside their area of expertise 
than are teachers in white-majority districts (Jones 
2007). Similar gaps affect other minorities, as well. 


m Health care. Racial minorities and Hispanics tend 
to receive a lower standard of health care than do 
non-Hispanic Whites, even after controlling for 
key factors such as income and insurance (Institute 


of Medicine 2003). 


m@ Media. Stereotypical portrayals of racial and ethnic 
minorities have a long history in the media and are 
not entirely a relic of the past (Entman and Rojecki 


2001; Gray 2004). 


m Economics. Blacks and Hispanics are about three 
times more likely to be poor than are non-Hispanic 
Whites. The median income for non-Hispanic 
white households is about 40 percent greater than 
it is for black households and about 30 percent 
greater than for Hispanic households. Blacks have 
only about one-tenth the wealth of Whites (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2010f; Oliver and Shapiro 2006). 


In these and many other ways, racial and ethnic 
inequality continues to characterize U.S. society, as 
shown in Figure 10.5. 


The Legacy of Past 
Discrimination: The 
Black-White Wealth Gap 
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Ay FIGURE 10.5 | RACIAL AND ETHNIC INEQUALITY 


A half-century after the civil rights movement, a number of measures in- 
dicate the persistence of racial and ethnic inequality in the United States 


today. Source: U.S. Census Bureau (20114, 2011d, 2011e). 


Imagine a long-distance foot race in which some com- 
petitors are shackled with leg irons at the start, while 
others can run freely. Partway through the race, a judge 
instructs the runners to stop where they are and orders 
the leg irons removed. The race then continues, but 
even though all competitors are now allowed to run 
freely, the gap between frontrunners and those who 
had been shackled continues to affect the outcome. 
This analogy reflects the dilemma facing society in dealing 
with the legacy of racism. Sociological research shows that peo- 
ple’s life chances are affected dramatically by the families into 
which they are born. So even those who have not experienced 
discriminatory practices directly can still indirectly inherit 
either the privileges or disadvantages they create. One of the 
clearest examples of this legacy is the black-white wealth gap. 
As we saw in Chapter 9, income refers to money a person 
receives over a set period of time. Wealth, though, is what 
people own, including savings, real estate, stocks and bonds, 
and other investments. The median income of Blacks is about 
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How do the group disparities illustrated here reflect the relationship of 
race and ethnicity to American social structure? 


60 percent that of Whites, but the median wealth of Blacks is 
only about 10 percent that of Whites. Even when we compare 
only college graduates, Whites have four times as much wealth 
as Blacks (Oliver and Shapiro 2006). 

The massive gap in wealth reflects the persistence of past 
inequalities from generation to generation. Imagine two young 
people, both hired fresh out of college to work for the same 
company at exactly the same salary. Their incomes are equal. 
However, if only one of them comes from a family with some 
financial assets, her wealth may be significantly higher. Her 
parents might have paid for her college education and car and 
may help pay for a first house, thus reducing or eliminating her 


mortgage payments. Upon her parents’ death, she may inherit 
real estate, stocks, or other financial investments, allowing her 
to pass on similar advantages to her children. The other young 
graduate, enjoying none of these advantages, has more limited 
options despite his equal salary. 

The sort of cumulative, intergenerational impact of wealth in- 
equality illustrated by this example affects everyone, regardless 
of race. Even though most Whites are not wealthy—and some 
Blacks have considerable wealth—Whites have never had to face 
the race-specific barriers created by what sociologists Melvin 
Oliver and Thomas Shapiro (2006) call the racialization of the 
state, the implementation of government and private-sector policies 
that discriminated against minorities and provided Whites with nu- 
merous advantages. These policies included the following: 


@ ‘The legalization and enforcement of slavery 


m Laws that barred Blacks and other minorities from owning 
property 

® Local ordinances that barred Blacks from entering certain 
occupations 


m@ Regulations that prevented Blacks from selling to Whites, 
making it nearly impossible for Blacks to compete with 
white-owned businesses 


m@ Segregated and unequal schooling that ensured unequal 
opportunities in the job market based on race 


@ Biased federal home loan programs that steered money to 


the rapidly growing white suburbs after World War II 


@ Biased bank loan practices that required black applicants 
to meet more stringent mortgage criteria than white appli- 
cants and continued long after the end of legal segregation 


Although these circumstances no longer exist, they made it 
far more difficult for Blacks than Whites to accumulate wealth 
and pass it on to their children, a legacy whose impact contin- 
ues to be felt today. 

One lesson of contemporary research, then, is that racial 
and ethnic inequality continues today because the discrimi- 
nation of the past still matters. One attempt to overcome this 
legacy involves affirmative action, a variety of policies and 
programs that aim to avoid discrimination and redress past dis- 
crimination through the active recruitment of qualified minori- 
ties for jobs, promotions, and educational opportunities. One 
debate over affirmative action is explored in the Sociology 


Matters box on page 274. 


Individual Attitudes and 
Behaviors: Prejudice and 
Discrimination 


Social-psychological theories that focus on individual attitudes 
and behaviors can help us understand how people come to adopt 
their views about inequality. As we noted in Chapter 7, people 


often define themselves as a member of an in-group and feel 
negatively toward members of an out-group. Racism creates an 
in-out group distinction based on a usually negative stereotype. 
According to the Thomas theorem (also discussed in Chapter 
7), social characteristics that are defined as real have real conse- 
quences. Thus a widely accepted stereotype can become the basis 
for prejudicial attitudes toward the members of an out group. 

Stereotypes and prejudice are limited to beliefs and atti- 
tudes, but discrimination, as we have seen, involves actions and 
behaviors (Pettigrew and Taylor 2000). Racial discrimination, 
for example, involves actions that help maintain the domina- 
tion of one race over others based on the dominant group’s 
belief in the subordinate group’s inferiority (Wilson 1973). As 
such, discrimination is generally limited to those who have 
the power to act in ways that hinder others. Those who are 
relatively powerless may have prejudices of their own, but they 
generally lack the resources or ability to turn those prejudices 
into effective discriminatory action. In this sense, discrimina- 
tion can be thought of as prejudice plus power. 


Institutional Discrimination: 
Structural Barriers to 
Equality 


Individuals can discriminate—for example, a small business 
owner might refuse to hire members of a different racial or eth- 
nic group. However, racial and ethnic inequality is typically 
produced and reinforced through institutional discrimination, 
not just individual action. Institutional discrimination results 
from the structural organization, policies, and procedures of social 
institutions such as the government, businesses, and schools. Insti- 
tutional discrimination is especially powerful, since it affects 
large numbers of people. It is especially difficult to change, 
since it is not associated with any one individual but rather is a 
generalized feature of an institutional bureaucracy. 

In some cases, institutional discrimination is intentional, as 
with Jim Crow laws in the pre—civil rights era South. In many 
cases, though, policies and practices that are not themselves 
overtly or intentionally discriminatory can have a discriminatory 
impact. For example, the hiring practices of many workplaces 
rely heavily on informal word-of-mouth communication. When 
those workplaces are nearly all white, the result can be institu- 
tional discrimination toward racial and ethnic minorities who do 
not have access to these informal channels of communication. 


Theories of Prejudice 
and Discrimination: 
Culture and Group Interests 


Sociological explanations for prejudice and discrimination 
tend to fall into one of two theoretical traditions, those empha- 
sizing culture and those emphasizing group interests. Much 


thinking aboutstructure 


The structure of an organization can contribute to institutional discrimination. How can 
an institution’s structure help prevent discrimination? 
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SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Race, Class, and the Affirmative Action Debate on Campus 


- f education is to serve as a fair mechanism for individual wealth gap between races is much greater than the income gap. 
_ social mobility, it must be equally accessible to all qualified Relying solely on family income as a measure of class would likely 
_ students. Historically, college and university administrators harm some racial and ethnic minorities because it would mask 
_ limited or barred the admission of racial and ethnic minorities the effect of this legacy of racial discrimination. One possible 
while giving wealthy white children of alumni preferential treat- solution would be to define class broadly enough to capture fac- 
ment (Kahlenberg 2010a; Karabel 2005; Stevens 2007). Since tors beyond income that can influence early educational quality, 
the 1960s, race-based affirmative action has been used to help such as school-district income levels, parents’ education level, 
overcome the effects of this discrimination and promote more and family wealth. 
racially diverse campuses. In recent years, however, court deci- Sociologists have also pointed out that one of the principal 
sions have limited race-based affirmative action, and some states tools colleges use to evaluate students for admission—scores on 
have prohibited its use altogether. Meanwhile, some scholars and standardized tests such as the SAT and ACT—is inherently unfair. 
policymakers have been using sociological insights to suggest The tests are supposed to be an unbiased measure of a student’s 
new ways to maintain diversity and promote fair access to higher individual ability, but they turn out to be weak predictors of later 
education. academic success. Competitive colleges nonetheless rely heav- 
One major sociological criticism of race-based affirmative ily on them, giving the appearance that admission decisions are 
action programs is that they are blind to the way race intersects based solely on merit. In fact, these tests give an advantage to 
with class to affect who benefits from them. Perhaps the most affluent students who typically score higher than less affluent 
comprehensive study of the subject suggests that the greatest students, thanks to well-funded schools, expensive test-taking 
beneficiaries are minorities from middle- and upper-class back- tutoring, and a home environment that promotes college-related 
grounds (Bowen and Bok 1998). The programs can also benefit cultural capital. In fact, some sociologists argue that overempha- 
recent minority immigrants, even though they have not suffered sis on standardized test scores, to the neglect of other indicators 
the effects of American racism’s historical legacy. Meanwhile, of ability such as class ranking, is precisely what puts both racial 
affirmative action provides no benefit to poor and working-class minorities and lower-income students of all races at a disadvan- 
Whites disadvantaged by attending weak schools in low-income tage. If such tests were a less important part of the decision, the 
school districts. admissions gap between the races and classes would be greatly 
Consequently, some analysts argue for a shift from race-based reduced (Alon 2009; Alon and Tienda 2007). 
to class-based affirmative action, thereby assisting students to In the coming years, sociological insights about race and class 
overcome educational disadvantages, regardless of race (Kahlen- will continue to help inform the debate over affirmative action 
berg 1997, 2010b). They argue that well-designed class-based and contribute to the development of policies that try to create a 
programs will continue to benefit racial and ethnic minorities be- fairer system of higher education. 


cause minorities are disproportionately represented among the 


poor and working class. At the same time, however, class-based th i n k abo ut it 
programs would also benefit white students of modest means, 


thus overcoming the political objection faced by race-based pro- 1. Overall, do you think affirmative action based on race has been 
grams that they unfairly exclude disadvantaged Whites. useful? Why or why not? 

If they are to be fair, however, class-based affirmative action 2. Do you agree with advocates who now suggest shifting to class- 
programs must take into account the sociological insight that the based affirmative action? Why or why not? 


DONATE 
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sociological work on the subject, however, combines elements As children grow up, their socialization often encourages 
of each approach. them to form attachments with those in their own group, peo- 
ple like themselves, while often learning negative stereotypes 


LEARNING PREJUDICE THROUGH CULTURE $$ about out-group members, people less like themselves. Some 


Cultural explanations focus on the way familiarity breeds research suggests that youngsters learn stereotypes and develop 


comfort whereas unfamiliarity often produces anxiety or fear. _ prejudices as early as age three, often before fully comprehend- 
Our socialization has made it easy for us to interact with peo- _ ing their meaning or significance (Aboud 1988). Later in life, 
ple who look and behave like us because they are familiar and the mass media can perpetuate negative stereotypes with enter- 
predictable. By contrast, interacting with people who look dif —_ tainment that presents such stock characters as the Asian martial- 
ferent or whose behavior is unfamiliar and therefore unpredict- arts expert, the black criminal, the Arab terrorist, or the exotic 
able, can make us uncomfortable. Asian sex symbol (Wilson, Gutierrez, and Chao 2003). 


According to Gordon Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis, 
contact between members of different groups will reduce prej- 
udice ifthe contact is sustained, involves groups with equal sta- 
tus who share common goals, and is sanctioned by authorities. 
Those are difficult conditions to meet, but college campuses of- 
ten qualify. For example, one study found that white students 
randomly assigned a minority roommate had more contact 
and were more comfortable with members of other races than 
white students who were assigned a white roommate (Boisjoly 
et al. 2006). However, without a structure to encourage inter- 
action, diversity on campus does not necessarily translate into 
increased interracial or interethnic contact. 


DISCRIMINATING TO GAIN ADVANTAGE 


Group-interest explanations of prejudice and discrimination 
focus on the way groups compete with one another for scarce 
and valuable resources such as jobs or desirable housing. Such 
competition can lead to conflict and to discrimination by one 
group against another as a means of gaining an advantage over 
them. As we saw, discrimination often seems to increase in 
difficult economic periods as competition for scarce resources 
increases. 

Split labor market theory argues that ethnic and racial 
conflicts often emerge when two racial or ethnic groups compete 
for the same jobs. According to this theory, employers, higher- 
paid workers, and lower-paid workers form three groups with 
separate and competing interests (Bonacich 1972, 1976; Gor- 
don, Edwards, and Reich 1982). Employers recruit lower-paid 
workers to maximize their profits, thereby creating conflict be- 

tween higher-paid workers and 
the lower-paid workers who 
O T L | GH T are replacing them. As we 
onsocialtheory have seen, employers often 
encouraged immigration 
as a source of inexpensive 
labor, sometimes stoking 
racial and ethnic divisions 
among workers to prevent 
them from organizing for 
better wages and working 
conditions. In the short term, 
discrimination against minorities also served the interest of 
higher-paid workers—often Whites, in the context of Ameri- 
can history—because it prevented minorities from competing 
with them for desirable jobs. In the long term, however, these 
divisions weakened the negotiating power of all workers. 

More generally, members of one group can see those of 
another as a threat, especially when facing difficult circum- 
stances. A scapegoat is an individual or a group of people falsely 
blamed for a negative situation. When people are frustrated 
by their inability to overcome difficulties, they sometimes 
seek simplistic explanations for their troubles in the form of a 
scapegoat. In the wake of World War I, for example, Germany 


Split labor market theory is in 
the tradition of conflict theory. 
Have you worked in or seen a 
workplace in which higher-paid 
workers and lower-paid workers 
were divided along ethnic or 
racial lines? 


faced enormously complex economic and political difficulties, 
but the Nazis scapegoated Jews and other minorities, blam- 
ing them for all the nation’s problems. In the United States, 
Blacks, Irish, Jews, communists, immigrants, and Muslims, 
among many others, have all been targeted as scapegoats at 


different times (Hardisty 1999). 


Discrimination in the Post- 
Civil Rights Era: Hidden, 
Implicit, and Color-Blind 


Continuing racial and ethnic inequality in the post—civil rights 
era has prompted sociologists to conduct new research and de- 
velop new theories to explain how discrimination operates in a 
society in which it is often illegal and covert (Quillian 2006). 


HIDDEN PREJUDICE Robert Merton (1949) rec- 
ognized long ago that people who were not prejudiced could 
engage in discriminatory behaviors to conform to biased 
social norms. Some Whites in the segregated South, for ex- 
ample, acquiesced to the dominant culture even though they 
personally rejected its racist assumptions. Similarly prejudiced 
people may keep silent about their attitudes when the domi- 
nant norms condemn them but still engage in discriminatory 
behavior. Indeed, recent research suggests that, in some cases, 
norms promoting racial and ethnic equality in the post—civil 
rights era have not eliminated racism but rather have driven it 
underground, transforming overt prejudices into covert ones. 
For example, some people refrain from racist talk or ac- 
tion in public but give vent to racial or ethnic stereotypes 
when among friends and family. In one study, over a thou- 
sand students from a variety 
of colleges and universities 
kept journals recording 
their social interactions 
for several weeks during 
the 2002-2003 academic 
year (Picca and Feagin 
2007). The journals of the 
more than 600 white stu- 
dents in the study showed 
them to be nearly always 
polite to their black peers, 
avoiding racially offensive 
language in public “front- 
stage” situations. However, 
in “back-stage,” white-only 
settings, students reported the frequent use of the word “nig- 
ger” and other racial epithets to refer to Blacks. Some students 
reported feeling uncomfortable about the racist language 
but lacked the courage to object. In their journals, the white 
students also commonly referred to Blacks in terms of racial 
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on social theory 


As part of the symbolic 
interactionist tradition, 
dramaturgical theory draws 
attention to the differences 
between front-stage and back-stage 
behaviors. Are research findings 
that racist back-stage behavior is 
relatively common among college 
students, whereas front-stage 
behavior is noticeably free of such 
actions, consistent with your own 
experiences? 


thinking aboutpower 


People in authority have often used scapegoats as a means of gaining or maintaining their 
power over others. Can you think of an example of the use of this tactic, from your own 
life or from recent history? 
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stereotypes, describing them as lazy, criminally inclined, and 
oversexed. The results suggest that, even fifty years after the 
civil rights movement, these stereotypes 
and prejudices remain deeply entrenched 
and widely prevalent. 

Hidden prejudices can also lead peo- 
ple who deny they are motivated by any 
personal prejudice to engage in discrimi- 
natory practices. White employers, for 
example, may justify their acknowledged 
reluctance to hire Blacks by citing the 
prevalence of crime in black communi- 
ties. Ironically, some managers admit to 
steering clear of hiring Blacks precisely 
because of the public sanctions against 
racial discrimination: they fear a dis- 
crimination lawsuit if an African Ameri- 
can employee needs to be fired (Wilson 


197): 


IMPLICIT BIAS = In 1926, Emory Bogardus published a 
study of the social distance between groups, based on a nation- 
wide survey of college students. To measure social distance, he 
asked students how closely they were willing to interact with 
the members of certain other groups. Being willing to marry 
someone from a group, for example, indicated very little social 
distance, whereas wanting to bar members of a group from the 
country indicated great social distance. Bogardus—and later 
other researchers—repeated the survey over the years, refining 
the measures and expanding the sample to include the general 
population, not just college students (Bogardus 1967). The re- 
sults show decreasing social distance over time, indicating a 
reduction in racial and ethnic prejudice. There are exceptions, 
though. In the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist at- 
tacks, for example, the acceptance of Muslims and Arabs de- 
clined (Parrillo and Donoghue 2005). 

As researchers learn more about how the brain works, how- 
ever, they are finding that some biases may be more implicit— 
existing at the subconscious level—than overt and at a con- 
scious level where they can be measured in surveys. Recent 
research suggests that we learn prejudices at a deep, uncon- 
scious level and respond to people with lightning-fast assess- 
ments that are beyond rational evaluation (Vedantam 2005). 
In our conscious activities, we can control our behaviors and 
overcome implicit biases, but this restraint is cognitively chal- 
lenging and requires additional effort (Richeson et al. 2003). 
At the unconscious level, we may be acting on well-known ste- 
reotypes and deeply held prejudices. 

Social psychologist Mahzarin Banaji and her colleagues 
have devised a series of implicit association tests (IAT) that 
measure unconscious biases by tapping into fast, unexamined 
responses. (You can take some of these tests yourself online 
at https://implicit.harvard.edu.) These researchers have found 
that most respondents show an unconscious preference for 
people like themselves, regardless of their stated beliefs. Even 
when people who feel and say they are not biased are tested, in 


most cases the results indicate they actually have unconscious 
biases based on race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and class as 
well as other categories. These tests have 
their critics (Blanton and Jaccard 2008), 
but, if confirmed by further research, 
they may demonstrate that implicit bias 
is one source of enduring prejudice and 
discrimination in contemporary society. 
Racial discrimination persists in 
many areas of social life, whether because 
of prejudice, hidden racism, or implicit 
bias. One method sociologists use to 
measure discrimination is the field audit 
(Quillian 2006). In typical field audits, 
researchers pair people from different 
races or ethnic groups who are otherwise 
similar on all characteristics that might 
affect the study’s outcome. They then 
send each member of the pair into social 
situations in which they may encounter 
discrimination, such as renting an apartment or applying for 
a job. Using this method repeatedly, researchers have docu- 
mented persistent racial discrimination in housing (Turner and 
Ross 2005) and hiring (Altonji and Blank 1999). One study 
even found discrimination based on no more than the name 
on otherwise comparable resumes mailed in response to ads 
for jobs. Resumes for people with white-sounding names, such 
as Emily and Greg, were 50 percent more likely to get a call- 
back than were those for people with black-sounding names, 
such as Lakisha and Jamal (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004). 
Another study found that employers were much mote likely to 
hire a white person with a criminal record than a black person 
with a criminal record (Pager 2003). Yet another study found 
that doctors recommended different treatments for people of 
different races who came to them with identical symptoms 


(Shulman et al. 1999). 
THE NEW RACISM _ Sociologists often refer to today’s 


persistent racism as the new racism, and they describe its dy- 
namics with a variety of approaches that have a variety of la- 
bels, including “symbolic racism” (Kinder and Sanders 1996), 
“laissez-faire racism” (Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997), “color- 
blind racism” (Bonilla Silva 2001, 2009), and “modern racism” 
(McConahay 1986). Although their analyses vary somewhat, 


these approaches agree on two points: 


@ Prejudice and discrimination persist in contemporary social 


life. 


m The ways in which prejudice and discrimination manifest 
themselves have changed in the post—civil rights era. 


For example, in a significant shift from earlier attitudes, many 
Americans today advocate race neutrality and a “color-blind” 
society. But ideas that once might have been progressive and 
antiracist can reinforce existing racial inequality in a differ- 
ent historical era. Color-blind racism is the promotion of race 
neutrality when it actually helps to maintain existing racial and 
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ethnic inequality. It reveals itself in the rejection of efforts to 
reduce racial and ethnic inequality on the grounds that those 
efforts violate a color-blind approach to society and may even 
constitute reverse racism. 

Some who advocate color-blind policies are likely using race 
neutrality as a cover for prejudiced views, understanding that 
overt racism is no longer acceptable in our society. However, 
color-blind approaches are not inherently prejudicial, and some 
advocates of this view genuinely believe that race neutrality is 
the best route to racial justice. The result is a complex mix of 
racial and nonracial beliefs that in combination—intentionally 
or not—can help perpetuate racial inequality. 

How do those who believe that racism is no longer a signifi- 
cant hurdle in our supposedly post-racial society explain the 
continuing inequality among racial and ethnic groups in U.S. 
society? Some simply deny that inequality and discrimination 
exist, despite the vast body of social science research show- 
ing that it does. Some point to cultural differences to account 
for this variation and, in particular, to the success of Asian 
Americans as evidence that racial and ethnic discrimination 
no longer holds back social advancement. Some have argued 
that enduring racial inequality simply reflects the natural out- 
come of competition between groups with inherently differ- 


ra 


ore 


ent abilities. Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray (1996), 
for instance, claimed that differences in scores on intelligence 
tests (IQ scores) reflect innate and unchangeable differences 
between the races. Critics have pointed out the inadequacies of 
such studies, which ignore the impact of environment on IQ 
scores (Fischer et al. 1996). They argue that efforts to measure 
differences in intelligence are repackaged racist ideas that hark 
back to the ugly history of racist pseudo-science. 

Critics of color-blind policies argue that to pretend that race 
no longer matters is to overlook the legacy of racism and the 
persistence of prejudice and discrimination. As U.S. Supreme 
Court Justice Harry Blackmun famously said in defending the 
use of affirmative action, “In order to get beyond racism, we 
must first take account of race.” 

In the nineteenth century, a civil war led to the end of slay- 
ery in the United States. In the twentieth century, the civil 
rights movement led to the end of racial segregation and le- 
gal discrimination. In both cases, social change came only af- 
ter intense controversy and prolonged conflict. Just as those 
struggles were contentious in their day, so too are the efforts to 
understand inequality and advance racial and ethnic justice in 
a post—civil rights society. 


MULTIRACIAL AND MULTIETHNIC IDENTITIES 


s part of his stand-up act a few years ago, comedian 

Chris Rock would raise a question about the success 

of golf great Tiger Woods and popular rapper Eminem. 

“What’s happening in America,” he would ask in aston- 
ishment, “when the best golfer is black and the best rapper is 
white?” This line always got a laugh, but it also exposes endur- 
ing racial stereotypes. Tiger Woods’s father had a mix of Af- 
rican American, Chinese, and Native American ancestry, and 
his mother had a mix of Thai, Chinese, and Dutch. Yet in the 
United States, Tiger Woods is still often seen simply as black. 

Woods’s complex ancestry highlights the growth of multi- 

racial and multiethnic identities. As marriages across racial 
and ethnic lines increase, people with these new identities 
are likely to play a larger role in tomorrow’s world. It has 
long been common for people to identify with multiple eth- 
nicities, saying, for example “I’m Irish on my father’s side 
and Russian on my mother’s.” Today, however, multiethnic 
identities include an ever-larger range of ethnicities from all 
parts of the world. 


As immigration and intermarriage increase, so do the 
number of people with multiracial identities. At least one in 
every twenty Americans under the age of eighteen is now 
multiracial, and some analysts expect that proportion to rise 
to one in five by 2050 (Lee and Bean 2004). In the 2010 cen- 
sus, 9 million Americans (3 percent of the population) identi- 
fied themselves as being of two or more races, although this 
number is an undercount since those who answer “multi- 
racial” are classified as “some other race” (U.S. Census Bu- 
reau 2011¢, 2011e). In addition, cultural norms still encourage 
people in the United States to identify with only one race. 
For example, in the 2010 census, only 7.4 percent of Blacks 
indicated they had a multiracial background, even though 
the U.S. Census Bureau estimates that at least 75 percent 
of black Americans have a multiracial ancestry. As multi- 
racial identities become more socially accepted, however, 
we are likely to see a significant increase in the percentage 
of people who embrace them, the latest development in our 
evolving conception of race and ethnicity. 
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a FIGURE 10.6 | INTERMARRIAGE RATES OF 
NEWLYWEDS, 2008 


Asians are the most likely to marry someone of a different race or 
ethnicity. Whites are the least likely to do so. Note: “Newlyweds” refers 
to people who got married in the 12 months before the survey. All groups (other than 


Hispanic) are non-Hispanic single races. Source: Passel, Wang, and Taylor, 2010 


Rising intermarriage is one sign that the 
boundaries between some racial and 
ethnic groups have become less rigid. 
Intermarriage between members of 
different white ethnic groups was 
rare a hundred years ago but is 
now so common that only about 
20 percent of Whites have a 
spouse with the same ethnicity, 
and such unions are no longer 
even categorized as interethnic 
(Lee and Bean 2004). Interracial 
marriage was still outlawed in fif- 
teen states when the Supreme Court 
declared such statutes unconstitutional 
in 1967. Today, though, about one out of 


seven marriages in the United States unites either people of 
different races or Hispanics and non-Hispanics, a rate that 
has doubled between 1980 and 2008 and increased sixfold 
since 1960 (Passel, Wang, and Taylor 2010). (See Figure 10.6.) 
Only one in nine Whites is in an interracial or interethnic 
marriage. In contrast, nearly a third of Asian Americans and 
a quarter of Hispanics are married to someone of another 
race or ethnicity, usually non-Hispanic Whites. More than 
two-thirds of Native Americans marry someone who is not 
Native American (Lee and Bean 2004). Intermarriage by 
Whites has doubled since 1980 and tripled for Blacks but has 
remained fairly steady for Hispanics and Asians, probably 
because a growing number of Asians and Hispanics are avail- 
able as potential partners as their percentages of the popula- 
tion increase (Passel, Wang, and Taylor 2010). Intermarriage 
rates also vary by gender within racial and ethnic groups. 
Among Whites and Hispanics, intermarriage rates are about 
equal for men and women. However, the intermarriage rate 
for black men (22 percent) is more than twice as high as it is 
for black women (8.9 percent), whereas Asian women (39.5 
percent) intermarry at twice the rate of Asian men (19.5 per- 
cent). Younger people and native-born adults are more likely 
to marry outside their racial or ethnic group than 
are older people and immigrants, suggesting 
intermarriage will likely increase in the 
coming years as the taboo against it 
fades and recent immigrants become 
more established (Passel, Wang, 
and Taylor 2010). 

As the trend toward intermar- 
riage continues, it promises to 
alter the nature of racial and eth- 
nic relations in the United States, 
making it easier for members of 

minority groups to cross boundaries 
in employment, housing, and mar- 
riage. Perhaps it will even diminish the 
social significance of racial and ethnic 
categories altogether. 
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Race and Ethnicity 


Race and ethnicity are social constructs whose definitions change over time and vary 
across cultures. 


Social norms about race and ethnicity—both racist and antiracist—are learned through the 
process of socialization. 


Interpretations of race and ethnicity influence patterns of social interaction. 


The policies and practices of social institutions can both reflect racist beliefs and 
perpetuate racial and ethnic inequality. 


Groups, from slaves to the activists of the civil rights movement and later, have resisted 
racial discrimination, sometimes producing long-lasting changes in the social structure. 


Racial and ethnic inequality reflects differences in power within society. 


Powerful groups have historically justified their privileges on the basis of their supposed 
racial or ethnic superiority. 


The post-civil rights era has seen both enduring racial and ethnic inequality as well as new 
relations of power, reflecting the increasing diversity of society. 
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Race is not a biological reality, but rather a social construct 
whose origin lies in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
pseudo-science. Ethnicity is also a social construct that, like 
race, has been interpreted differently in different cultures 
and in various historical periods. 


Grouping people into different races and ethnicities sets up 
majority-minority group dynamics that become a part of the 
social structure and reflect inequalities in power. 


The social history of the United States resulted in unique 
ideas and practices concerning race and ethnicity. In par- 
ticular, Whites used ideas about race and racial superior- 

ity to justify slavery and adopt laws that enshrined racial 
inequality. 

Native societies were decimated by the arrival of European 
colonizers. Spanish colonists, the ancestors of today’s His- 
panics, took control of what is now the southwestern United 
States. White Anglo-Saxon Protestants settled primarily 

on the east coast and rapidly expanded their landholdings 
westward. African slaves were imported in growing numbers 
as labor for an agrarian economy. In the nineteenth century, 
Asian laborers—especially Chinese—were recruited to work 
on railroads and in other industries. 


Rising immigration from throughout Europe in the nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries increased ethnic 


8. 


diversity. Some groups—including Jews, the Irish, and 
Italians—were not considered “white” until they gradually 
assimilated. } 


The civil rights movement helped transform society, making 
racial and ethnic discrimination illegal and promoting toler- 
ance. One consequence was a change in immigration laws 
that opened the way to new diversity. Recent immigrants, 
who come mostly from Asia and Latin America rather than 
Europe, are substantially changing the racial and ethnic 
makeup of the country. 


Despite the gains of the civil rights movement, racial and 
ethnic inequalities endure, reflecting racism’s historical 
legacy as well as contemporary practices. Racial prejudice 
and discrimination operate at different levels of social life, 
involving individual attitudes and behaviors and the struc- 
tural barriers created by institutions. Prejudice and discrimi- 
nation can be fueled by cultural differences or by the pursuit 
of group interests. In a post—civil rights society, prejudice 
and discrimination can be hidden, implicit, or produced by 
support for color-blind policies. 


One consequence of our increasing diversity is the growth of 
multiethnic and multiracial identities, in part the result of 
an increase in interracial marriage. 


” Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


A 


A friend asks, “Are you blind? Of course race exists!” Ex- 
plain to your friend why race is, in fact, a social construc- 
tion, rather than a biological fact. 


How did you first learn about race and ethnicity? Did this 
early socialization include the perpetuation of stereotypes? 
Explain. What socializing forces later influenced your un- 
derstanding of these issues? 


Is the social history of race and ethnicity in the United 
States summarized here consistent with what you learned in 
high school? If not, how is it different? 
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4. 


5: 


How do you think changing demographics in the United 
States will influence other aspects of life fifty years from 
now: 


Do you think racial attitudes today among people under age 
thirty differ significantly from those held by older people? 
Why or why not? (How could you find out for sure?) What 
factors do you think contributed to this situation? 


cs Key Terms 


affirmative action (p. 273) a variety of policies and programs 
that aim to avoid discrimination and redress past discrimina- 
tion through the active recruitment of qualified minorities for 
jobs, promotions, and educational opportunities. 

amalgamation (p. 259) the process by which a majority and a 
minority group blend or mix to form a new group. 

assimilation (p. 259) the process by which members of a minor- 
ity group come to adopt the culture of the majority group. 

color-blind racism (p. 276) a form of bias in which the promo- 
tion of race neutrality helps to maintain existing racial and 
ethnic inequality. 

discrimination (p. 258) unequal treatment that gives advantages 
to one group of people over another without justifiable cause. 

ethnicity (p. 253) shared cultural heritage often deriving from a 
common ancestry and homeland. 

genocide (p. 259) the systematic killing of a group of people, 
based on their race, ethnicity, nationality, or religion. 

institutional discrimination (p. 273) unequal treatment that 
results from the structural organization, policies, and pro- 
cedures of social institutions such as the government, busi- 
nesses, and schools. 

majority group (p. 258) a collection of people who enjoy privi- 
leges and have more access to power because of identifiable 
physical or cultural characteristics. 

minority group (p. 258) a collection of people who suffer disad- 
vantages and have less power because of identifiable physical 
or cultural characteristics. 


pluralism (p. 258) a situation in which distinct ethnic and racial 
groups coexist on equal terms and have equal social standing. 

prejudice (p. 258) to “pre-judge” someone or some group nega- 
tively based on inadequate information. 

race (p. 253) a category of people widely perceived as sharing 
socially significant physical characteristics such as skin color. 

racial essentialism (p. 256) the idea that supposedly natural and 
immutable differences separate the races. 

racialization of the state (p. 273) the implementation of govern- 
ment and private-sector policies that discriminated against 
minorities and provided Whites with numerous advantages. 

racism (p. 256) the belief that one race is inherently superior to 
another. 

scapegoat (p. 275) an individual or a group of people falsely 
blamed for a negative situation. 

segregation (p. 259) keeping distinct social groups physically 
and socially separate and unequal. 

split labor market theory (p. 275) the theory that ethnic and 
racial conflicts often emerge when two racial or ethnic groups 
compete for the same jobs. 

stereotypes (p. 258) exaggerated, distorted, or untrue general- 
izations about categories of people that do not acknowledge 
individual variation. 

transnational migrants (p. 269) immigrants who retain strong 
personal, cultural, and economic ties to both their country of 
birth and their newly adopted home. 


Ajddy pue ‘y2a;say ‘maiaay 


281 


3: 


een + 
og? 
ie 


bond setsee 


See Le 
Ste Wee & 
en ee ee PU PR ter 


ra Lia SS § TESTS 


ey 
ad 


~ ee i re F Paey ’ Lek eh hed! 8 thot t 
Bae: nla “\s > : Yrixcirrs 


fe 
_ 


Saag 


as 
fa) 


7 
7 my 
2 < : 
a Solar 
Saetx, take 
. 
ae A 
ie 4 


faders 


Gender and 
Sexuality 


How has cultu iC 


influenced your 
understanding of gender 


roles and sexuality? 


How are your ideas about 
gender and sexuality 
reinforced through social 
Stru ctu (sesyeuch 

as your family or your 


school? 


Are differences in 
DOWer — your family 
or friendships the result 
of inequalities based 

on gender and sexual 


orientation? 


Gender and Sexuality 


CHAPTER 21 


n April 19, 1967, a twenty-year-old student named Kathrine Switzer was running the Boston 


Marathon when a truck carrying press photographers and race officials drove by slowly. One of the 
officials, Jock Semple, was stunned when he noticed Switzer. Jumping off the vehicle and yelling, 
“Get the hell out of my race!” Semple lunged at the young runner and tried to rip off her official 
race number. He missed the number but grabbed the back of Switzer’s sweatshirt, momentarily 
preventing her from advancing. Switzer’s boyfriend, who was also running, shoved the race official, 
allowing Switzer to escape and finish the race. 

What had Switzer done to evoke such an angry outburst? She had dared to run a marathon at a 
time when women were banned from competing in such events. A year earlier, Roberta Gibb had 
become the first woman to finish the Boston Marathon, but she had to run unofficially, and she even 
had to hide in the bushes near the start so that race officials would not spot her. Switzer managed to 
obtain an official number by registering under a gender-neutral name, K. V. Switzer (Switzer 2007). 

At the time, the men who organized long-distance road races in the United States used their 
power to ban women from competing in marathons for what they argued were biologically obvious 
reasons: women were simply too frail to complete the grueling 26.2-mile event safely. Conventional 
wisdom held that even if some women could finish the race, doing so would likely cause physiological 
damage, perhaps even preventing them from having children. Women could not compete officially in 


U.S. marathons until 1971 or in an Olympic marathon until 1984. 
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Today, hundreds of thousands of women run in marathons 
each year. Their safe participation shows that what was widely 
considered biological reality just a few decades ago was, in 
fact, a social construction—a part of the structure of sports 
produced by the power of men that created needless social 
barriers for women. & 


n this chapter, we examine the idea of gender and con- 

sider how people mistake socially constructed differences 

as natural. We look at how cultural norms are reinforced 

or modified in daily life and within social structures, and 
how artificial distinctions between women and men contrib- 
ute to gender inequality. In addition, we consider similar issues 
of social construction as they apply to human sexuality. We 
also look at how people have organized to challenge inequality 
based on gender and sexuality. 


Sex and Gender 


In everyday life, you often see the terms sex and gender treated 
as if they meant the same thing. For example, a questionnaire 
might ask for your “gender,” expecting you to indicate either 
“male” or “female.” Sociologists distinguish between sex and 
gender, however, to highlight the difference between biology 
and culture (Stoller 1968). 

Sex is the biological distinction between females and males. In 
contrast, gender refers to the socially constructed cultural expec- 
tations associated with women and men. Biology makes us male 
or female; culture teaches us to be men or women. To take two 
simple examples, most females have the physical capacity to 
give birth to children, but males do not. This ability is a sex 
difference. In our culture, women are free to wear dresses in 
daily life, but men are generally discouraged from doing so. 
This restriction is a gender difference. It is based on culture and 
has nothing to do with biology. 

The distinctions between sex and gender are not always so 
clear-cut. Scholars debate the influence of biologically based 
sex differences on social behavior. However, much of what our 
culture associates with sex differences are, in fact, socially pro- 
duced gender differences. For example, when Kathrine Switzer 
ran in the 1967 Boston Marathon, the women’s world record in 
the marathon—from competitions outside the United States— 
was 3:19:33, while the men’s record was 2:12:00. Some men 
pointed to this 67-minute gap as evidence that women were 
biologically unfit for the difficult race. As of 2011, however, 
women runners had narrowed the gap to less than twelve min- 
utes: 2:15:25 for women and 2:03:59 for men. Clearly, social 
factors, not biological ones, were responsible for most of the 
gap between women’s and men’s performance in the past. In 
sports, as in many other areas of life, we can mistakenly attach 
biological explanations to what are primarily social factors. To 
help unravel the relationship between sex and gender, let’s ex- 
amine each more closely. 


The Biology of Sex 


A person’s sex is determined at conception when the moth- 
er’s ovum (or egg cell) contributes an X chromosome to the 
embryo and the father’s sperm contributes either an X or a Y 
chromosome. An XX combination produces a female; an XY 
combination a male. Chromosomes help determine physical 
development, including distinctions between the sexes. Pri- 
mary sex characteristics, including the genitals and reproductive 
organs, are sex differences that are directly involved in repro- 
duction. Secondary sex characteristics, including wider hips and 
breast development in females and more extensive body hair 
and increased muscle mass in the upper body in males, are not 
directly involved in reproduction. 

Sex differences can be grouped loosely into two categories: 
absolute differences and differences of degree. Absolute sex dif- 
ferences include those related to reproduction. Only females 
menstruate, ovulate, become pregnant, and breastfeed their 
babies; only males can impregnate females. Other differences, 
though, are of degree. Both men and women possess the same 
hormones, for example, but in different amounts. 

Most individuals are clearly biologically female or male. But 
some people are intersexual—individuals born with ambiguous 
reproductive or sexual anatomy. \ntersexual people have some 
ambiguity in their genitals, chromosomes, gonads (female ova- 
ries or males testes), or hormones. Being intersexual can in- 
clude conditions such as having external female genitals but 
internal testes, an additional chromosome (X XY), or hormonal 
irregularities that at puberty produce secondary sex charac- 
teristics associated with the other sex. Because of the range 
of conditions involved, experts disagree about who and how 
many people qualify as intersexual, with one study estimating 
between 0.2 percent and 1.7 percent of the population (Black- 
less et al. 2000). 


The Limits of Biology 


Imagine that researchers devise a project to investigate whether 
the ability to walk in high-heeled shoes is biologically based. 
They choose a random sample of women and men, have them 
strap on some heels, and record the results. Lo and behold, it 
turns out that, on average, women perform significantly better 
than men. The researchers might suggest that these results are 
likely due to biological differences between the sexes in body 
mass, balance, and coordination. 

Actually, the ability they are measuring has been learned 
with practice—as anyone proficient in walking in heels can tell 
you. With some effort, it’s entirely possible for men to develop 
this skill, but in our culture they are not encouraged to acquire 
it. Socialization, not biology, produced the difference. 

In fact, studies show an overwhelming number of simi- 
larities in the psychology and abilities of women and men, 
with more variation occurring within each sex than between 
the two (Hyde 2005). Yet the popular media often highlight 
misinterpretations and pseudo-science regarding supposedly 
innate differences between the sexes. For example, a once- 
popular book touting that “men are from Mars and women 


Japuayd pue xas :aunyjn> pue AZojolg 


285 


GENDER mie ~CHANGE 


Cultures promote appropriate gender roles through the images 
presented in mass media. Over time, these images can reveal 
the socially constructed nature of gender. With millions of men 
fighting in World War II, government propaganda efforts (as in 
the poster, top, from 1943) promoted the idea that women are 
capable of taking up traditionally male occupations. Just a few 
years later, however, television and advertising (bottom) were 
once again highlighting traditional domestic roles for women. 
If a historian from the future looked back at today’s ads, what 
would she or he learn about gender in our society? 
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from Venus” (Gray 2004) simply treats cultural stereotypes— 
such as women are passive while men are active—as innate 
differences, without adequately considering the role of gender 
socialization in producing them. We can recognize the false- 
ness of such claims in an outrageous example such as our hy- 
pothetical study of walking with high heels, but more subtle 
real-world studies can be misleading. 

For example, men often outperform women in tasks that 
require subjects to use visualization and mentally manipulate 


objects. Researchers sometimes attribute such superior perfor- 
mance to innate differences that developed during evolution 
and cite these results as a reason why men dominate some sci- 
entific fields such as engineering. An understanding of how 
gender influences human development, however, provides us 
with a different perspective on this research. 

In one study, researchers briefly showed subjects a grid that 
contained two dozen identical objects and one object that was 
different (Feng, Spence, and Pratt 2007). The subjects had to 
determine the location of the odd object quickly. Consistent 
with the idea that they have evolved better spatial abilities, men 
succeeded in the task 68 percent of the time, whereas women 
succeeded only 55 percent of the time, a statistically signifi- 
cant difference. However, after some of the subjects spent ten 
hours playing a video game that involved shooting at a target 
(a game popular with boys, less so with girls), the difference 
between the sexes disappeared upon retesting both at once and 
five months later. A difference in skill that researchers and oth- 
ers could have misinterpreted as the result of innate physiologi- 
cal differences instead turned out to be easily influenced—and 
erased—by environmental conditions, in this case, access to 
and practice with video games. 

There are actual differences in the architecture of male and 
female brains. In the coming years we will likely learn more 
about these differences and how men and women use their 
brains in different ways to get the same job done. As we saw 
in Chapter 6, though, the human brain has a remarkable 
ability—known as brain plasticity—to restructure and reorga- 
nize itself in response to social experiences and learning. As we 
will see, expectations about gender create different social ex- 
periences for women and men from the moment of birth. Just 
as the gender gap in marathon performance was due largely to 
culture, not biology, so are many of the differences measured 
by today’s research. If we want to understand the social life 
of women and men, then, we need to look beyond biology to 
gender and its social construction. 


Gender asa Social 
Construction 


Almost all the differences we associate with men and women 
are culturally produced, not biologically based. From infancy, 
we are taught our culture’s expectations regarding gender, we 
develop identities that are based on those expectations, and we 
view the world through the lens of gender expectations that 
we usually take for granted. For example, if you got into a taxi 
cab with a female driver, you would probably take note; with- 
out even thinking about it, you most likely expect a man to 
drive a taxi. Similarly, you might be surprised to encounter a 
male dental hygienist or daycare provider. 

If we look at how notions of gender differ over time and 
across cultures, we can see the powerful influence of culture. 


GENDER IN A DIFFERENT TIME Throughout 
the history of the United States, activists have challenged 
widely accepted ideas about gender and, over time, changed 


how people think. In 1848, participants at a ground-breaking 
women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, New York, pointed 
out some of the oppressive political, legal, educational, and eco- 
nomic conditions that women faced. In a document modeled 
after the Declaration of Independence, these activists produced 
an inventory of grievances that included the fact that women 
could not vote, had no legal or property rights and could be 
abused by their husbands at will, were excluded from most oc- 
cupations and professions, and were prevented from obtaining 
a college education. “The history of mankind,” they concluded, 
“is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of 
man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment 
of an absolute tyranny over her” (Stanton 1889, 70-71). 

The activists at Seneca Falls were an important part of the 
women’s movement that ultimately changed the way most peo- 
ple in our society view gender. Eventually, their efforts helped 
to win the vote for women with the passage of the Nineteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution in 1920. In hindsight, we 
can see the biases behind the gender claims that dominated 
nineteenth-century America, even as we recognize their persis- 
tence in some parts of contemporary society. 


GENDER IN A DIFFERENT CULTURE Blatant 


and comprehensive discrimination against women contin- 
ues in many parts of the world, illustrating how ideas about 
gender vary not only across time but also across cultures. In 
Saudi Arabia, for example, a close ally of the United States, 
women play no official role in government or politics, have few 
social rights, and are not treated as equal members of society 
(U.S. Department of State 2004). Although women make up 
58 percent of university students, the types of work they can 
perform are restricted, and they comprise only 15 percent of 
the workforce. They are expected to remain at home caring for 
husband and family. By law and custom, schools, workplaces, 
and transportation are segregated by sex, and women cannot 
attend most public events unless a close male relative accom- 
panies them. Saudi women generally cannot drive, appear in 
public with their heads uncovered, travel abroad, receive an 
identity card, or be admitted to a hospital for treatment with- 
out permission from a male relative or guardian. A woman 
cannot conduct financial transactions (even if she owns a busi- 
ness) without deputizing a male relative as her representative. 
In the court system in Saudi Arabia, which is based on Islamic 
law, the testimony of a woman is given half the weight of the 
testimony of a man. 

Many of these gender practices contrast sharply with con- 
temporary Western values, but they are similar to those in the 
United States a century and a half ago, when the activists at 
Seneca Falls produced their inventory of grievances. Despite 
strong restrictions on political protest, some Saudi women have 
dared to challenge their treatment publicly; however, there are 
no ongoing women’s rights organizations in the country. 
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Gender Identities and 
Transgender People 


As these examples of difference over time and across cultures 
show, gender is a social construction that originates in culture 
but that becomes a part of a person’s sense of self. Gender 
identity is a person’s identification as a woman, a man, or some 
combination of the two. Most males learn to identify as men; 
most females learn to identify as women. (Some cultures recog- 
nize three or four genders; see the Through a Sociological Lens 
box on page 288.) We explore this process in more detail later 
in this chapter. 

Gender identity is largely learned; however, it remains un- 
clear whether, and to what degree, biology—especially prenatal 
hormones—might influence the development of gender iden- 
tity. This is another example of the current recognition that 
both biology and culture play a role in human development, 
although much work remains to be done to specify this rela- 
tionship (Fausto-Sterling 2000). Broad consensus exists among 
researchers that biology does not determine gender identity, 
however. 

Gender expression is the communication of a person’s gen- 
der identity to others, through behavior, clothing, hairstyle, and 
other means. Since gender is different from sex, gender iden- 
tity and gender expression are not necessarily consistent with 
biology. The differentiation between sex and gender is central 
to the idea of transgender identity. Transgender people are 
individuals who identify with a gender different from the one 


AN Many colleges and universities have taken the lead in creating 
gender-neutral environments. As of 2007, nearly 150 such institu- 
tions have added gender identity and gender expression to their 
nondiscrimination policies; 141 have some gender-neutral bath- 
rooms that are open to both women and men; and 30 have gender- 
neutral housing, where roommates are of the same gender but not 
necessarily the same sex (Jaschik 2007). 


Ideas about gender vary by culture. Have you experienced a culture or subculture 
in which some gender norms differed from those commonly found in 
the dominant U.S. culture? 


Japuay pue xas :ainqjnD pue AZojoig 


28 


™N 


Gender and Sexuality 


CHAPTER 11 


‘taroucH A SOCIOLOGICAL tens 


Examining the Case of Two-Spirits 


Brian Rainforth (left) and Raven E. Heavy Runner are pictured at a 2006 gathering of two-spirits in Montana (Leeland 2006). 
Though from different tribes—Rainforth is Klamath, Heavy Runner is Blackfeet—these men are part of a common tradition of 
two-spirits that goes back many generations and includes We’wha of the Zuni tribe, pictured on the right in an 1886 photo. 


n 1886, anthropologist Matilda Coxe Stevenson (one of the 

country’s first female social scientists) toured Washington, 

D.C., with We’wha, a representative of the New Mexican Zuni 

tribe. The newspapers covered We’wha’s visit. She was photo- 
graphed, demonstrated Zuni weaving techniques on the National 
Mall, and even met with then-president Grover Cleveland. Al- 
though We’wha was six feet tall and had distinctly male physical 
features, Americans understood her to be a woman. What her 
audiences didn’t realize was that We’wha was a biological male 
but her culture considered her to belong to a third gender, nei- 
ther male nor female (Roscoe 1992). 

Our society is used to dividing men and women into two 
distinct genders. However, many cultures see more than two 
genders, allowing for a blending of characteristics. For example, 
well over 100 Native American cultures have recognized a gender 
that is now commonly known as “two-spirit” (Gilley 2006; Jacobs, 
Thomas and Lang 1997). Although they may be physiologically 
male or female, two-spirits such as We’wha take on some of the 
social roles generally associated with the other sex. 

Historically, most two-spirits were males who dressed in 
women’s clothes and did work associated with women, such as 
handcrafts, cooking, and childrearing. They adopted, in effect, 
a third gender. A smaller number of tribes recognized two- 
spirit females who took on roles associated with men, including 
hunting, warfare, and tribal leadership. Some tribes considered 
female two-spirits to be a fourth gender distinct from male 
two-spirits. 

Social roles, not sexuality, defined two-spirits. However, 
homosexuality and bisexuality were common among both male 


ae 


N 
oo 
fo] 


and female two-spirits, with two-spirits sometimes marrying 
someone of the same sex who was not a two-spirit. 

The treatment two-spirits received within their cultures varied 
widely, ranging from reverence to scorn. Sometimes they held 
a high social status. Mystical or healing powers were attributed 
to them, or they played important pragmatic roles, such as me- 
diating disputes between women and men. In some cultures, 
two-spirits were not particularly distinct from others except for 
their adoption of cross-gender roles. In other cultures, however, 
two-spirits were marginalized and might be excluded from many 
tribal activities. 

European Americans failed to understand—and were per- 
haps threatened by—the role of two-spirits, since this category 
contradicted their strict two-gender culture. They labeled such 
people pejoratively as berdache, a word whose origin is con- 
nected with male prostitution, which is inaccurate and offensive 
to most native people. The word for people who had both female 
and male gender characteristics was different in various tribal 
languages, but since the early 1990s the Ojibwa term two-spirits 
has been widely adopted. Today, some two-spirits people meet 
in annual gatherings to affirm their unique identities (Leeland 
2006). 


think about it 


1. How do two-spirits illustrate the socially constructed nature of 
gender? 


2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of recognizing more 
than two genders in a culture? 


associated with their sex. Some transgender people report that 
they feel trapped in a body of the opposite sex. Some wear the 
clothes and hairstyles of the gender with which they identify 
and adopt the vocal pitch, speech patterns, posture, and body 
language associated with that gender. Being transgender is not 
necessarily connected to sexual orientation, nor is it the same 
as being a transvestite, a person of one sex who dresses in cloth- 
ing associated with the other sex. 

Some transgender people become transsexuals, people who 
have sex reassignment surgery to change their physical appearance. 
Such surgery alters their genitalia and is usually accompanied 
by hormone treatments that promote secondary sex charac- 
teristics, such as breasts for women and facial hair for men. 
Though it is not biologically possible to change a person’s sex— 
for example, males who undergo sex change operations cannot 
bear children, and they still have XY chromosomes—surgery 
and hormone treatments can make a person’s body more con- 
sistent with the gender with which he or she identifies. 


Masculinities 


As we have seen, ideas about gender vary over time and across 
cultures. Even within U.S. society today, people often have 
different ideas about what it means to be a woman or a man, 
depending on their class, race, and other social characteristics. 

The women’s movement has long promoted the idea that 
there is no single way to be a woman; many femininities ex- 


These people are all biologically 
male and culturally men. However, 
differences in culture, age, race, and 
class—among other characteristics— 
help to produce a variety of mascu- 
linities. Being a man means different 
things in different contexts. 


ist. Similarly, although a broad dominant definition of mas- 
culinity—the properties and characteristics associated with 
men—pervades society, various subcultures have differing 
social norms and expectations for “masculine” behavior and 
attitudes. Researchers talk about Latino masculinity, gay 
masculinity, working-class masculinity, and so on. Further- 
more, even within these subgroups, ideas about masculinity 
can vary. 

Instead of a single interpretation of masculinity, the inter- 
section of gender with race and class creates a variety of mas- 
culinities (Connell 2005). Working-class men, especially those 
involved in manual labor, often have a sense of masculinity 
that values group solidarity, physical strength and toughness, 
and resistance to those in authority. By contrast, middle-class 
men often value self-reliance, individual ability, and men- 
tal proficiency (Tolson 1977). A male college student from a 
working-class or poor background may be acutely aware of 
these differences since his college education is preparing him 
for a middle-class social world that is different from that expe- 
rienced by his father and other male relatives and friends. 

A person’s race and ethnicity also influence his or her expe- 
rience of gender. African Americans of both sexes, for example, 
are more likely than Whites to be critical of gender inequality, 
to recognize that it is socially produced, and to support social 
action to reduce it (Kane 2000). Those who experience racial 
or ethnic inequality and discrimination (or both) tend to be- 
come more aware of the degree and social origins of gender 
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inequality. Meanwhile, Hispan- 
ics typically favor more traditional 
gender roles, with a greater degree 
of separation between genders, than 
do either white or African American 
men. However, evidence indicates 
that differences among racial and 
ethnic groups regarding gender have 
been declining over time, which 
suggests that ideas about gender are 
converging (Kane 2000). 


Gender 
Distinctions 
and Power 


Traditionally, men have set up so- 
called masculine characteristics in 
opposition to feminine character- 
istics, often claiming masculine 
qualities as superior to and more 
desirable than feminine character- 
istics, thereby promoting sexism, 
the ideology that one sex is superior to 
the other. Boys learn to be boys, in 
large part, by learning mot to behave 


EVERY GIRL EVERY BOY 


FOR EVERY GIRL WHO IS TIRED OF ACTING WEAK 
WHEN SHE IS STRONG, THERE IS A BOY TIRED 
OF APPEARING STRONG WHEN HE FEELS 
VULNERABLE. FOR EVERY BOY WHO is 
BURDENED WITH THE CONSTANT 


EXPECTATION OF KNOWING 
EVERYTHING, THERE iS AGIRL 
TIRED OF PEOPLE NOT TRUSTING 
HER INTELLIGENCE. FOR EVERY GIRL 
WHO Is TIRED OF BEING CALLED 
OVER-SENSITIVE, THERE Is A BOY 
WHO FEARS TO BE GENTLE, TO WEEP. 
FOR EVERY BOY FOR WHOM 
COMPETITION Is THE ONLY WAY 
TO PROVE HIS MASCULINITY, 
THERE Is A GIRL WHO Is CALLED 
UNFEMININE WIHIEN SHE GOMPETES. 
FOR EVERY GIRL WHO THROWS OUT 
HER E-Z-BAKE OVEN, THERE ISA 
BOY WHO WISHES TO FINDONE. FOR 
EVERY BOY STRUGGLING NOT 


TO LET ADVERTISING DICTATE HIS DESIRES, 
THERE I$ A GIRL FACING THE AD INDUSTRY'S 
ATTACKS ON HER SELF-ESTEEM. FOR EVERY 
GIRL WHO TAKES A STEP TOWARD HER 
LIBERATION, THERE IS A BOY WHO FINDS 
THE WAY TO FREEDOM A LITTLE EASIER. 


an Based on a poem by Nancy R. Smith, this poster 
highlights the parallel impact that gender expecta- 


Like other social constructions, 
gender is not fixed; our ideas about 
gender are reproduced or modified 
as we interact with other people 
every day. However, we are not free 
to reinvent gender without conse- 
quences because our interactions 
take place within social structures 
such as the family, school, and 
work that enforce certain gender 
expectations. These structures can 
impose negative sanctions, or pun- 
ishments, on those who violate gen- 
der expectations, while rewarding 
those who conform. In this section, 
we consider how these interactions 
work. 


Learning Gender: 
Socialization 
and Gender 
Roles 


As we discussed in Chapter 7, so- 
ciologists define roles as the sets 


like girls. Boys are often warned 
that “big boys don’t cry” (presum- 
ably unlike girls) and criticized for 
throwing or running “like a girl.” 
A culture that encourages boys to be different from girls limits 
the options available to boys and teaches them that characteris- 
tics associated with girls are undesirable. This attitude is prob- 
ably part of the reason gay men are so often subject to abuse 
from straight men; according to traditional gender norms they 
are seen as not adequately masculine and are associated with 
inferior feminine qualities. 

Like race and class, gender involves social relationships and 
power dynamics between groups of people, in this case women 
and men. In a society in which gender signals both difference 
and male superiority, men will have considerably more power 
than women. Men perpetuate this domination by treating cul- 
turally produced gender differences as if they were unchange- 
able sex differences. We examine such gender inequality in 
more detail later in this chapter. 


Structural Context 


Since it is not biologically based, gender must be taught 
through socialization. To a considerable degree, men and 
women behave the way they do because they are conforming 
to the cultural expectations about gender they have learned. 
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tions have on girls and boys. Gender distinctions 
limit the options available to both sexes. 


of expectations that are associated 
with different social positions. The 
roles you occupy do not exist in 
isolation; instead, a role gives you a 
part to play in social life, complete with expectations govern- 
ing proper behavior, appearance, language, and attitudes. A 
gender role is a set of social expectations regarding behavior and 
attitudes based on a person’s sex. Men and women are equally 
capable of folding laundry or changing the oil in a car. But in 
heterosexual couples, women usually do the laundry whereas 
men do auto maintenance—or at least bring the car to the ga- 
rage. The fact that some couples share or reverse these assign- 
ments highlights their arbitrary nature. 

Traditional advice to “be a man” or “act like a lady” is 
loaded with social expectations that reflect our culture’s be- 
liefs about gender. In fact, gender roles help to shape our iden- 
tity by influencing a wide range of characteristics, including 
the following: 


= Appearance. What clothing, hair styles, jewelry, and 
makeup are appropriate? 


@ Activities. Who knits or sews? Who uses power tools? 
Who initiates a date? 


= Behaviors and emotions. Who is expected to be nurtur- 
ing and expressive? Who is expected to be tough and stoic? 


® Aspirations. What kind of future should a man or woman 
want or expect? What job? What role in the family? 


When socialization is effective, people want to be female or 
male as defined by their culture, and they perceive this learned 
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o Because gender must be reproduced it can also be modified. 
Parents who use children’s books that challenge traditional gender 
roles are exposing children to alternative ideas about gender. Grow- 
ing up, were you exposed to traditional gender socialization, or did 
you receive nontraditional messages, as well? 


desire to be both normal and natural. A child who violates 
these expectations is often chastised, sometimes by being la- 
beled a tomboy or sissy. 


“Doing Gender”: Social 
Interaction and Power 


How are gender roles created? How are they perpetuated 
or changed? In a classic article, Candace West and Don 
Zimmerman (1987) argued that gender is constantly being 
created—and potentially altered—through the process of 
“doing gender,” creating gender through interactions in par- 
ticular social settings. Thus ideas about gender may be con- 
tested and changed, both in our individual interactions and 
in institutional settings. 


INDIVIDUAL INTERACTIONS Two students 


who don’t know each other walk toward a campus building. 
When they get to the entrance, the male student darts for- 
ward and opens the door for the female student, who smiles, 
says “Thanks,” and walks in. He nods and says, “No prob- 
lem.” What just occurred? Perhaps the male student was flirt- 
ing or was raised to be a polite “gentleman” and hold doors 
open for women (though not for men). The student is be- 
having according to the expectations he has learned through 
socialization. 

However, in terms of “doing gender” what just happened is 
one of the countless tiny—often trivial—ways that gender is 
recreated in daily life. Whether the gesture was a sign of cour- 
teous respect or was based on a largely unconscious assump- 
tion that women are the weaker sex and need help from men, 
it marks a traditional gender difference. (It’s unlikely that the 
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woman would have darted ahead to open the 
door for the male student.) Over time, such 
actions reinforce the notion that gender dif- 
ferences are natural. In this sense, gender is 
not who we are but rather what we do. 
People “do gender” in a variety of situa- 
tions. How does a married or cohabitating 
heterosexual couple decide how to divide their 
household chores? Who does the cooking or 
the dishes? Who takes out the garbage or un- 
clogs the drain? The answers to such questions 
often reflect different levels of power in personal 
relationships—and sometimes women are the 
ones with more power at home. One study asked 
straight couples whether the man or woman is 
most responsible for making four decisions: What 
couples do together on weekends, who manages 
household finances, who decides about big purchases for the 
home, and who most often decides what to watch on televi- 
sion. In 26 percent of cases, men made the decision in more 
areas than women; 31 percent of couples split decision-making 
responsibilities equally; and 
in 43 percent of couples, 
women made more deci- 
sions than men (Morin 
and Cohn 2008). 

In making daily deci- 
sions, couples constantly 
negotiate and create gen- 
der, sometimes redefining 
its meaning. For example, 
when men take on equal 
or primary responsibility 
for childcare, they can de- 
velop the close emotional and nurturing behaviors popularly 
associated with mothers, thus redefining the meaning of gen- 
der to incorporate the father’s caregiving role (Coltrane 1989). 
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on social theory 


In the tradition of symbolic 
interactionism, “doing gender” 
is a part of feminist theory that 
highlights the ability of actors to 

create social reality in daily life. 
How have you acted in ways that 
reinforced traditional gender roles 
recently? How have you acted in 
ways that redefine their meaning? 


INTERACTIONS WITHIN INSTITUTIONS 


Within their families, schools, and workplaces, people use 
their power to enforce social expectations, making it easier 
for all of us to conform to gender roles than to defy them. 
Family members, teachers and classmates, and colleagues tend 
to praise and encourage conformity, thus reinforcing it. Men 
and women who challenge or reject established gender roles, 
though, are likely to encounter criticism and sanctions. Thus 
gender is not only taught through socialization and recreated 
daily in individual interactions; it is also enforced within the 
context of social structures and institutions. 

For example, Karen Davies (2003) shadowed nurses and 
doctors in Sweden as they did their daily work and later con- 
ducted in-depth interviews with them about their experiences. 
Despite a recent influx of women doctors, she found an as- 
sumption of male dominance throughout the institutional 
culture of hospitals and the broader professional culture of 
medicine that shapes the way people experience gender on the 
job and influences how doctors and nurses interact. 
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a The deeply contradictory messages about the role of moth- 

ers within U.S. culture illustrate how class and gender intersect for 
women. Middle- and working-class women who work outside the 
home are often criticized for not staying at home with their children. 
On the other hand, public assistance policies, such as Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), explicitly require poor women 
to leave their children for work, school, or job training. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


> How do these contrasting standards for people of different 
classes reflect differences in power between the classes? 


Davies found that male doctors were more accustomed than 
female doctors to being in a dominant position in relation to 
nurses. One female nurse, noting that she was more willing 
to follow a male doctor’s orders, commented that, “The male 
doctor is usually more authoritarian ... . [I]f he says to me, 
‘Go and take that patient's blood pressure, then I go and do 
it. I don’t stop and think about it, whereas with a woman I 
might have thought that she could go and do it herself” (Da- 
vies 2003, 731). Female doctors, too, recognized this gender 
difference. One said, “I find it difficult to ask for help with 
things I could do myself—yesterday I hesitated in asking an 
assistant nurse to clean the floor when an incontinent woman 
wet herself—I mean it’s preposterous to imagine that I should 
clean the floor and be late for my out-patients—and yet all 
the same. .. it’s hard asking another woman for help with the 
dirty work” (p. 731). 

Gender contributed to differences in power relations, too. 
After working together for a time, female nurses were more 
likely to seek to establish a collaborative relationship with fe- 
male doctors than with male doctors. In turn, female doctors 
were more likely to see nurses as part of a team that worked to- 
gether to decide on the best care for patients. In contrast, male 
doctors often overlooked or ignored the insights of experienced 
nurses, arguing that since the doctor is responsible for the final 
decision, he should make it on his own. It is likely that simi- 
lar situations exist in hospitals in the United States. Hospitals 
are just one example of places where “doing gender” happens 
in daily life and social structure influences power relations be- 
tween men and women. 


N 
wo 
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A Parents often construct a gendered environment for their ba- 
bies well before infants even know what the toys, images, and colors 
in their nursery represent. Here hearts, flowers, and the “feminine” 
color pink dominate this designer nursery, which is clearly intended 
for a girl. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


How do nursery designs reflect our culture’s gender 
expectations? What might a stereotypical boy’s nursery look 

S like? What lessons are infants taught through the creation of 
such environments? In what other ways do we affirm gender 
at a young age? 


Gender and the Family 


Of all the social environments we encounter, the family prob- 
ably has the most influence on our understanding of gender— 
an impact that starts from the moment we are born. 


GENDER SOCIALIZATION FROM BIRTH Upon 
learning of a woman’s pregnancy or the birth of a child, many 
people immediately ask, “Is it a boy or a girl?” From the earliest 
moments of life, then, adults view infants through the lens of 
gender and treat newborns differently depending on their sex, 
thus beginning the gender socialization process. 

As more than thirty years’ worth of research has docu- 
mented, gender socialization occurs almost from the moment a 
baby is born. Since the early research studies, however, gender 
norms have evolved, and so have parents’ expectations and be- 
haviors. For example, a classic study from the mid-1970s found 
that parents, especially fathers, engaged in significant gender 
stereotyping (Rubin, Provenzano, and Luria 1974). When 
asked, fathers were more likely than mothers to rate their new- 
born girls as softer, weaker, and more delicate than boys. Both 
parents described their daughters as little, beautiful, pretty, and 
cute and their sons as big. A similar study, done over twenty 
years later, found that although these gender stereotypes still 
existed, they had become less intense. In addition, the gap be- 


tween the gender stereotyping of fathers and mothers was gone 
(Karraker, Vogel, and Lake 1995). 


Parents and others reinforce gender in infants in a variety 
of routine ways, such as with greeting cards and gifts contain- 
ing messages and images that fit with gender stereotypes (for 
example, blue for boys, pink for girls) (Bridges 1993). 


GENDER SOCIALIZATION THROUGHOUT 
CHILDHOOD Early lessons about gender continue as a 
child grows up. One study placed mothers and their six-, nine-, 
or fourteen-month-old babies on the floor with toys and ex- 
amined the interaction between them (Clearfield and Nelson 
2006). The researchers found no difference between the be- 
havior of female and male babies. However, even before the 
children were able to speak, mothers were already asking more 
questions of their daughters than of their sons, thereby encour- 
aging verbal development. Mothers also interacted more with 
their daughters, often comforting and hugging them, while 
leaving their sons to explore independently. 

By the time their children are eighteen months old, par- 
ents routinely encourage them to play with gender-stereotyped 
toys. Parents give their children more praise and other forms 
of feedback and encouragement when they engage in gender- 
traditional activities, such as boys playing with trucks, than 
when they engage in cross-gendered activities, such as boys 
playing with dolls (Caldera, Huston, and O’Brien 1989; Cal- 
dera and Sciaraffa 1998). Throughout childhood girls and 
boys are treated differently. Their clothes, chores, play, and 
sports all carry gendered messages. In the earliest years of their 
lives, children have already been subjected to intense and near- 
constant affirmation of the expectations society has for their 
gender, and they begin to respond accordingly. 


Teaching Gender in School 


The first regular experience most children have outside of their 
families is with school. Gender socialization here begins at a 
very early age and continues throughout a child’s education. 
Karin Martin (1998) found that preschools help children 
develop a gendered identity by altering how they relate to their 
own bodies. Their generally relaxed movement and free activ- 
ity on the playground contrasts with the more formal discipline 
and proper behavior they are taught once they are inside the 
school building: waiting in line, raising their hands, sitting still 
in neatly organized rows of desks, and following many other 
rules and procedures. ‘These lessons are different for boys and 
girls, however. Martin found that teachers reprimanded girls 
more often for not behaving formally but allowed boys to be 
more disruptive and to behave more informally by sitting in re- 
laxed positions and engaging in freer play than girls. Girls were 
told to be quiet three times as often as boys were, even though 
boys were frequently much noisier. Even the clothes parents 
chose for their children signaled differences in self-discipline. 
Many girls wore dresses, which limited their ability to move 
freely and left them vulnerable to potentially embarrassing ex- 


a As youngsters, girls and boys play easily together at games such 
as soccer. However, even at such a young age they are being taught 
about the differences between the genders, and soon most will re- 
sist playing with members of the other sex. Did this happen to you? 


posure. Thus the bodies of young children are conditioned to 
conform to gendered expectations. 

As children grow older, school continues to foster and rein- 
force gender differences, often through choice of curriculum. 
In high school, girls not planning on going to college often 
train for traditionally female professions such as cosmetol- 
ogy and secretarial work, whereas boys are more likely to take 
courses in traditionally male trades such as auto mechanics and 
welding. As we see later in this chapter, gendered curriculum 
distinctions continue in college. 

As awareness of gender issues increases, families and schools 
are adopting more flexible attitudes about gender. At some 
schools, teachers line children up by shoe color instead of by 
sex, and boys who choose to wear skirts to school are allowed 
to do so. Some schools make it a policy to support whatever 


choice children make regarding their gender (Brown 2006). 


Gender Lessons From Peers 


As young people become sexually active, develop an adult per- 
sona, and become independent of the family, regular interac- 
tion with peers—friends and classmates who are usually of the 
same general age and, often, of the same sex—reinforces and 
expands on the lessons about gender they have learned from 
their family and schools. Peer groups can have a positive im- 
pact on a person’s self-esteem and result in long-lasting friend- 
ships. They also tend to reproduce dominant gender norms. 


thinking aboutgtructure 


In many ways, the structure of school reinforces what children have learned about 
gender in their families. What did your school’s structure teach you about gender? In what 
ways did your school reinforce or challenge gender stereotypes? 
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<> Gender socialization can be a positive influence. Same-sex 
friends can bond and provide mutual support, even while reinforcing 
some traditional gender norms. What positive experiences resulted 
from your same-sex peers? How did they reinforce gender norms? 


As boys become men, for example, they often bond with 
other young men, forming relationships that promote the 
dominant masculine identity of their culture (Connell 2000; 
Kimmel 1996). Our society often encourages young men to 
belong to sports teams, fraternities, the military, and other pri- 
marily male groups. Though this peer socialization can offer 
mutual support, it also can pass on to new members the sexist 
ideas and behaviors the group’s culture accepts and promotes, 
such as sexual jokes that degrade women and attitudes that 
are dismissive of their intelligence and disrespectful of their 
abilities. Michele Adams and Scott Coltrane (2005) note that, 
“Full initiation into such groups usually involves some type 
of woman- and/or gay-bashing activity that accentuates the 
boundary between male and not male, masculinity and femi- 
ninity, heterosexuality and homosexuality” (p. 238). 

Peer socialization can exaggerate and reinforce gender dis- 
tinctions by encouraging a person to develop a sense of self that 
is connected to a group of people of the same gender—and dis- 
connected from the other gender. Young men can adopt an air 
of detachment or an exaggerated posture of toughness while 
denigrating signs of weakness or emotionality they supposedly 
detect in others. Young women often concentrate on their own 
physical appearance—including norms regulating clothing, 
weight, hairstyles, and makeup—while policing that of their 
peers. Both women and men often adopt the norms for appear- 
ance promoted in the media. 


Media and Gender 


Media portrayals of gender in television shows, movies, mu- 
sic videos, as well as the news can signal appropriate or ac- 
ceptable behavior and attitudes, especially to young men and 
women. Sometimes media images and portrayals can challenge 
traditional gender roles, but often they repackage cultural 
stereotypes. 
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In the news, women make up a small percentage of sources. 
For example, over a twenty-year period, studies of the long- 
running and prestigious NewsHour on public television have 
found that women made up a small, though increasing, per- 
centage of the guests: just 13 percent by 1990 (Croteau and 
Hoynes 1994a), 18 percent by 2006 (Rendall and Hollar 
2006), and 20 percent by 2010 (Rendall and Morel 2010). 
Women are also underrepresented among the staff of news or- 
ganizations, where male supervisors outnumber women almost 
two to one (American Society of Newspaper Editors 2011). 

Entertainment media of all sorts often help reinforce gender 
stereotypes: television ads feature happy homemakers obsessed 
with cleaning, entertainment programs often show career- 
dominated men and love-sick women, video games highlight 
women as eye-candy and men as heroic warriors, and Internet 
pornography treats women as sexual objects (Gauntlett 2002; 
Gill 2007). 

The gender images provided by the media are more than 
just meaningless entertainment. Photographs of rail-thin, air- 
brushed models present unrealistic standards of beauty for 
women to aspire to. Nevertheless, after viewing images of mod- 
els in magazine advertisements for just three minutes, women 
reported being more dissatisfied with their own bodies— 
regardless of their own weight, height, or age (Hamilton, 
Mintz, and Kaschubeck-West 2007). Idealized images of men 
in the media highlight muscular bodies and youthfulness. One 
study showed that although men are cynical about such photo- 
graphs, they believe the images show the “ideal” male body 


<> Idealized images of women have long been a staple of media 
content. But idealized—and airbrushed—images of male bodies cre- 
ate unrealistic standards for men, too. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


Y 


Do you think such advertising helps reproduce gender 

stereotypes in our culture or are they harmless? Whatever 
S their effect, do you think the impact of idealized images in 
“= advertising and other media is different for men and women? 
_ Why or why not? 


that women appreciate. Younger men, especially, acknowledge 
that such images constantly remind them that their own bod- 
ies may not match up to the ideal. Perhaps that is why few men 
of any age report being satisfied with their own bodies (Pomp- 
per, Soto, and Piel 2007). 


Culture, Power, and 


Gender Inequality 


As we all learn about gender through socialization and then 
help reproduce gender roles by “doing gender” in our daily 
lives, we become part of the way gender is structured in soci- 
ety. This structure reflects differences in power between men 
and women. As a result, every social institution is marked by 
substantial gender inequality. Gender stratification refers to 
the systematic and unequal distribution of power and resources 
in society between women and men. Though the United States 
has made significant progress in overcoming gender inequality 
over the past century, men continue to dominate positions of 
power (see Figure 11.1). In this section, we consider the origins 
of inequality between women and men and then review some 
examples of gender inequality in the United States. 


Sex and the Origins 
of Patriarchy 


Patriarchy refers to a social system dominated by men. In a pa- 
triarchal society men hold most of the powerful political and 
economic positions and benefit from cultural expectations that 
limit the role and influence of women. Patriarchal societies 
have existed around the globe and throughout history. In con- 
trast, no clear example of a matriarchy—a social system domi- 
nated by women—is known to have ever existed (Eller 2001; 
Motz 1997). 

Why has patriarchy been so pervasive? This question has no 
single answer, but sociologist Joan Huber (2007) argues that 
male dominance was due largely to sex differences, especially 
women’s role in carrying, bearing, and breastfeeding children. 
Throughout human evolution, the vast majority of women 
were either pregnant or lactating through most of their adult 
lives. Although pregnancy had a significant impact on women, 
lactation may have had an even greater effect. 

Until the modern era, infants and toddlers were totally de- 
pendent on their mothers for sustenance because the food con- 
sumed by older humans was too difficult for them to chew and 
digest. Mothers needed to breastfeed their infants frequently — 
about every fifteen minutes during the day (and less frequently 
at night) for the first two years, then with less frequency for 
an additional two years. Such frequent breastfeeding over an 
extended period limited the types of activities in which moth- 
ers could engage. This limitation may have had minimal im- 
pact in early hunting and gathering cultures, which show only 
limited gender stratification. However, about 10,000 years ago, 
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@ FIGURE 11.1 | GENDER STRATIFICATION IN 
LEADERSHIP POSITIONS 

Men continue to dominate the leadership positions in business, 
government, and higher education. Source: Catalyst (2010). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


How do the data presented here challenge the idea that 

=p women and men now have equal power in society? Do you 
expect such numbers to change significantly during your 
lifetime? Why or why not? 


as many human groups began practicing agriculture and rais- 
ing animals for food, men could control the newly developed 
food surplus and dominate social and political life more easily 
than women could, thus increasing their power (Collins et al. 
1993). Their generally larger physical size, greater strength, and 
exemption from pregnancy and lactation also enabled men to 
use violence—or the threat of violence—to obtain obedience 
from women. This physical domination likely contributed to 
the emergence of patriarchal societies across the planet. 


Culture Trumps Biology 


Biology may go a long way in explaining the origins of patriar- 
chy. But the ability of humans to alter the social environment 
has accelerated exponentially in just a couple of centuries, un- 
dermining the significance of sex differences. Today, machin- 
ery often replaces the need for physical strength. Medication 
can moderate the impact of menstruation. Couples can prevent 
pregnancy by using effective birth control, or terminate a preg- 
nancy through safe abortion. Women can become pregnant 
through artificial insemination, and emerging biotechnologies 
will likely create more options for reproduction. Once a baby 
is born, mothers can manage breastfeeding with the use of a 
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breast pump, or supplement or replace it with other foods and 
nutrients. 

Such cultural interventions are quite recent. Women did 
not begin to abandon old-style, near-continuous lactation until 
the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. The emergence 
of the germ theory of disease led to safer public drinking water 
and ways to prepare food for infants, which enabled women to 
breastfeed less frequently and to use bottle-feeding as an alter- 
native (Huber 2007). As a result of such cultural innovations, 
the sex differences between women and men became less sig- 
nificant. Once men had accumulated power in society, how- 
ever, they tended to resist sharing it with women, producing 
gender-based inequality that continues today. 


Work and Education 


In the United States, women still earn only about 80 percent 
of what men do, making the workplace one of the best-known 
examples of gender discrimination. If we could wipe out work- 
place discrimination, however, the wage gap between women 
and men would be reduced somewhat, but it wouldn't be elim- 
inated. By some estimates, factors other than direct workplace 
discrimination explain at least three-quarters of the wage gap 
(Dey and Hill 2007). Taking a comprehensive sociological 
approach to this issue can help us to see the many different 
factors that contribute to this inequality, including the role of 
education. 


EDUCATION, MAJORS, AND OCCUPATIONS 


Traditionally, men have surpassed women in educational 
achievement, with many colleges and universities even barring 
women from enrollment well into the twentieth century. In re- 
cent decades, however, women have caught up and are surpass- 
ing men in terms of education. Overall, men still hold more 
advanced college degrees than do women (see Figure 11.2), but 
this discrepancy is a legacy of the past. In 2009, among young 
adults aged 25 to 29 years, 35 percent of 
women but only 27 percent of men pos- 
sessed a bachelor’s degree or higher— 
and the gap is growing (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2010d). In the 2008-2009 aca- 
demic year, women earned a slight ma- 
jority (50.4 percent) of the doctorates 
during that period, as well as 60 percent 
of master’s degrees (Bell 2010). 

In 2009, workers with a high school 
diploma earned, on average, $30,627 
per year, those with a bachelor’s degree 
$56,665, and those with advanced or 
professional degrees $85,818 (U.S. Cen- 
sus Bureau 2010c). As women continue 
to outpace men in educational achieve- 
ment, the overall wage gap between the 
sexes should continue to decline. 

Although women and men cur 
rently have similar access to education, 
the fields of study they choose to ma- 


Men Women 
: 1.7% Doctorate 0.9% 


Professional 


a) 
N 
= 

ane 


Master's degree 


Bachelor’s degree 


Associate's degree 


Some college (no degree) 
High school diploma 


Less than high school 


+ 


a FIGURE 11.2 | U.S. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 

25 YEARS AND OLDER, BY SEX 

In recent years, women have outnumbered men on college cam- 
puses, closing the gap in educational attainment. Source: U.S. Census 


Bureau (2010); authors’ calculations. 


jor in and the professions they pursue are still often segregated 
along gender lines, likely reflecting early gender socialization. 
Women earn the majority of bachelor’s degrees in relatively 
low-paying fields such as education, psychology, and the health 
professions—three traditionally female fields—whereas men 
earn more degrees in relatively high-paying—and traditionally 
male—fields such as engineering, mathematics, and the physi- 
cal sciences (Dey and Hill 2007). (The Sociology Matters box 
on page 298 shows how sociology has helped inform efforts to 
encourage women to become engineers.) These differences be- 
tween women’s and men’s choices of college major contribute to 
the wage gap. Even in fields that do not require a college degree, 
women tend to cluster in low-paying 
service and retail jobs (see Table 11.1). 

In 2010, sixteen of the top twenty 
occupations for women had median 
earnings (half earned more, half earned 
less) below the overall men’s median of 
$824 a week. The median weekly earn- 
ings of women who were full-time wage 
and salary workers were $669, or 81.2 
percent of men’s earnings. 


WORKFORCE PARTICIPA- 
TION In the mid-twentieth cen- 
tury, about one out of three women— 
disproportionately members of the 
working class—were employed outside 
the home. Today, about 60 percent of 
women (and just over 70 percent of 
men) are in the paid labor force (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011b). This 
change has happened for a variety of 
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TABLE11.1 TWENTY LEADING OCCUPATIONS OF EMPLOYED WOMEN, 2010 


Men and Women’s 
Women Women Median 
Employed Employed Percent Weekly 
Occupation (thousands) (thousands) Women Earnings 
Total, 16 years and older (all employed women) 65,638 139,064 47.2 $669 
Secretaries and administrative a SELES 2,962 3,082 96.1 657 
peeiicred cn ee - Ales | ‘ 2,843 91.1 ees 
Elementary ar and middle school teachers 2,301 2,813 81.8 931 
oa 2,291 3,109 WET 366 
Retail salespersons 1,705 | 3,286 51.9 421 
Mircing, p psychiatric, orc home health aides 1,700 1,928 88.2 427 
Waters 3 and Waltresces } wie 2,067 | 71.1 381 
oni fine supervisors/managers of retail sales workers 1,375 3,132 43.9 578 
ae omer service pepe ect auives P ‘AB 1,896 66.6 586 
Raiden Bra housekeeping cleaners | 1,252 ; ion 89.0 376 
Receptionists and information clerks 1,187 | 1,281 92.7 529 
itdicare w oer | ae 1,247 | ane 398 
Bookkeeping, accounting, end auditing clerks 1,179 1,297 : 90.9 628 
First line supervisors/managers of office and administrative support 1,035 7 eee 68.7 ae 
Becagers, all others 1,014 2,898 ae 1,045 
Pe Sintants and auditors: | | 989 WAG 60.1 953 
Beier as aesistanis 893 4 ae 92.4 485 
Eoeonaland hi Romee care aides pinged 838 673 86.1 . 405 
Office clerks, g general : 837 a ey Eyles sep 
Geeks 790 1,951 40.5 381 


Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Women’s Bureau. 


reasons. Effective and convenient birth control in the form of 
“the Pill”—introduced in the early 1960s—enabled women to 
control the timing and number of pregnancies; as a result, they 
needed to spend less time raising children and could devote 
more time to paid employment. At roughly the same time, the 
women’s movement helped change cultural norms and the le- 
gal environment in ways that made working outside the home 
more feasible for women. Because wages for male workers 
have remained stagnant over the last thirty years, many fami- 
lies have needed the additional income that employed women 
could offer to maintain or improve their lifestyle. 

Women and men have different work patterns, however, 
which contributes to the wage gap. These patterns reflect the 


enduring power of gender norms that assign women the pri- 
mary responsibility for raising children (Budig and England 
2001; Kreider and Elliott 2009; Waldfogel 1997). Women are 
more likely than men to use family leave, to work part time, or 
to leave the workforce altogether to care for children. Nearly 
one out of four mothers (23 percent) leaves the workforce, 
and another 17 percent work only part time. In contrast, only 
one out of 100 fathers leaves the workforce, and only 2 per- 
cent work part time. Fathers typically rely on women—either 
spouses or paid childcare workers—to care for their children. 
Mothers who return to work after raising their children 
have lost experience and seniority in relation to their male 
counterparts, one of the reasons that women who do not have 
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hen Naomi Chesler, now a distin- 

guished professor of biomedical 

engineering at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, took an aptitude 
test in high school, she learned that her talents 
in math and science would suit her well for en- 
gineering. This profession—one of the highest 
paid occupations—is dominated by men. Confi- 
dent in her abilities, however, Chesler majored 
in engineering as an undergraduate, earned her 
Ph.D. in medical engineering, and obtained a 
university position. As a young faculty member 
she was mentored in a program that encour- 
aged individual competition and placed obsta- 
cles in her path on the assumption that over- 
coming such challenges would help produce 
success. Despite her love for the field and her 
ability to excel at it, she found this traditional, 
hierarchical, and masculine approach less than 
satisfying (Maurer 2009). 

She began talking with her father, Mark 
Chesler, a sociologist who has researched race 
and gender discrimination in higher education, 
about how she might take gender differences into account to cre- 
ate a different kind of mentoring program for female junior engi- 
neering faculty. Drawing upon sociological research, the Cheslers 
realized that because of different socialization, women and men 
often have different learning styles, and these differences were 
not being accommodated in traditional mentoring programs. For 
example, many women prefer collaborative and interactive ways 
of learning, rather than the isolated and individualistic style that 
dominates engineering departments. This mismatch in learning 
styles was one factor that was causing female students to drop 
out of engineering. 

As aresult of their collaboration, the Cheslers developed a 
model for mentoring young women engineers that used a sup- 
portive and collaborative approach, rather than emphasizing 
aggressive individual competition. The medical engineer and 
the sociologist teamed up to write an article that encouraged 
“multiple mentoring” from numerous sources rather than a reli- 
ance on one mentor, mutually supportive “peer mentoring” to 
deemphasize hierarchical relationships, and “collective mentor- 
ing” that puts responsibility for effective mentoring on an entire 
department or organization rather than on the individual mentee 
(Chesler and Chesler 2002). They also emphasized the need for 
organizational change, not just individual efforts, to help ensure 
success. Naomi Chesler has repeatedly put this sociologically 
informed model into action, and it has helped her to establish 
award-winning mentoring programs. 


At an event sponsored by the Boston chapter of the Society of Women 
Engineers, high school girls learn about electrical engineering by working 
in teams to “reverse engineer” some computer equipment—dismantling 
it to analyze how it is constructed. 


Whereas the Cheslers’ program helps retain women in en- 
gineering, the Society for Women Engineers (SWE) promotes 
mentoring as a way to encourage girls to enter the field in the 
first place. SWE targets girls in elementary and high school with 
programs that encourage collaborative hands-on engineering 
activities, celebrate the accomplishments of women engineers, 
and introduce girls to engineers and engineering college students 
who can serve as role models. By intervening in girls’ early so- 
cialization, SWE hopes to encourage more girls to become the 
engineers of the future. 

Mentoring is just one way to help overcome the gender gap in 
high-paid professions. But when built upon a sociological under- 
standing of gender, such programs can make a difference. 


think about it 


1. What sociological insights about gender informed the creation of 
the mentoring programs mentioned here? 


2. Have you ever been involved in a mentoring program? If so, what 
impact did it have on you? If not, in what aspect of your life 
might such a program have helped you? 


AN Without the labor of women at home—both the unpaid labor of 
wives and the low-paid labor of service workers—most highly paid 
male corporate executives would be unable to work long hours to 
achieve personal success in their fields. How else do women who 
work in the home contribute to the success of men? 


children earn more than women who do. Ten years after col- 
lege graduation, women work fewer hours (44 per week) than 
men (49 per week), even when they are employed full time, 
a disparity that reflects both the different types of positions 
men and women tend to hold and the larger burden of family 
responsibilities women assume. Couples are more likely to re- 
locate because of a man’s career, a change that usually advances 
the man’s career and interrupts the woman’s. In part because 
of these differences in labor force participation, the pay gap be- 
tween women and men—even within the same field—widens 
as workers get older. 


DISCRIMINATION AND THE GLASS CEILING 
Although factors outside the workplace contribute to the wage 
gap in important ways, workplace discrimination is also a real- 
ity for many women. One result of this discrimination is the 
glass ceiling, the often invisible barrier created by individual 
and institutional sexism that prevents qualified women from ad- 
vancing to high levels of leadership and management. More men 
than women hold managerial positions, but social scientists de- 
bate how systematic this gap is and whether it occurs primarily 
at higher levels of management or throughout the management 
structure (Baxter and Wright 2000; Yamagata et al. 1997). At 
the upper levels of corporate management, the relative absence 
of women is startling. In 2009, about one out of eight For- 
tune 500 companies—the 500 largest companies in the United 
States—listed no women among their corporate officers. This 
group included such well-known companies as Dick’s Sport- 
ing Goods, Dollar General, Hershey, Hertz, and General Dy- 
namics. None of the Fortune 500 companies had a team of 
corporate officers made up of at least 50 percent women (Cata- 
lyst 2007). 


Gender prejudice often occurs at the subconscious level, 
and it colors how people view and evaluate each other’s work, 
contributing to discrimination (Barres 2006; Valian 1999). 
In professional environments, coworkers and supervisors are 
more likely to see men as competent and logical and women as 
unreliable and emotional, and over time these skewed percep- 
tions influence the way they evaluate their fellow employees. 
Cultural norms also promote discrimination in the workplace 
by discouraging women from having greater success than their 
husbands or from focusing on career advancement rather than 
raising a family. Lack of encouragement coupled with nega- 
tive perceptions can undermine women’s self-confidence and 
reduce their ambitions. These differences in ambition or com- 
petitiveness are then misread as innate, rather than culturally 
created (Fels 2005). 

The wage gap is just one example of the multifaceted impact 
of gender. Gender inequality is pervasive throughout society, 
including in the family, politics, the media, and religion, and 
power disparities are also reflected in sexual harassment and 
violence against women. 


Home and Family 


During the past few decades, the lives of women and men have 
changed significantly. More women today spend more hours 
doing paid labor outside the home than in the past. But in 
one classic study, Arlie Hochschild and Anne Machung (1989) 
found that as growing numbers of women worked at full-time 
jobs, they still came home to a second shift—the phenomenon 
of employed women still having primary responsibility for house- 
work and childcare. In households with two wage-earners, het- 
erosexual couples still viewed the man’s position as the primary 
career, while the woman’s job was often seen as supplemen- 
tal. Whereas men might “help” with the housework, women 
worked outside the home to “help” pay the bills. 

More recent research shows that women have cut in half 
the number of hours they spend on housework, while men 
have doubled the number of hours they spend doing it. Cross- 
national research in industrialized countries suggests that the 
higher a woman’s education and income, the more her husband 
takes part in housework and childcare (Davis and Greenstein 
2004; Stapinski 1998). Still, women spend more hours than 
men doing housework, regardless of whether or not they work 
or have children. 

At first glance, how a couple divides household chores would 
seem to be purely a matter of individual choice. However, 
Mikiko Fuwa (2004), in her study of twenty-two advanced in- 
dustrial nations, found that the level of gender inequality in a 
society is likely to influence how couples negotiate the division 
of household chores, illustrating the influence of social struc- 
ture on personal decisions. In societies with relatively more 
gender inequality—including Japan and Italy—women tend 
to earn a lower percentage of what their husbands do, and the 


— “thinking aboutcy|ture 


Cultural norms regarding gender have a powerful effect on the behavior of men and 
women in the workforce and on their careers. What kinds of norms influence men? What 
effect do these norms have—both positive and negative—on their careers? 
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parent who earns less is more likely to give up a job and stay 
at home to care for children. In countries with more gender 
equality—including Canada and the United States—women 
earn higher wages and have greater opportunity for career ad- 
vancement. As a result, women’s earnings are closer to those of 
men, making their time in the workforce more valuable to the 
household and giving women more power in negotiating the 
division of housework. In these relatively egalitarian countries, 
cultural values encourage men and women to share domes- 
tic responsibilities, thus promoting more micro-level equal- 
ity. Fuwa’s study suggests that macro-level gender inequality 
must be addressed before micro-level changes can be fully 
implemented. 


Political Power 


The degree to which women have been marginalized in the 
halls of political power is symbolized by the bathrooms in 
the U.S. Capitol. A restroom for female senators was not in- 
stalled until 1992 (Taley 2006). Female members of the House 
of Representatives did not get their own restroom until 2011. 
More important, as of the 2011-2012 Congress, women held 
just 17 of the 100 Senate seats (17 percent) and just 72 of the 
435 seats in the House of Representatives (16.4 percent) (Cen- 
ter for American Women and Politics 2011). 

Around the world, women accounted for just 19.1 percent 
of the members of all national legislative bodies in 2010 (see 
Table 11.2). In 1995 the UN Economic and Social Council 
adopted a goal of 30 percent representation for women in each 
country’s legislative body (Elson and Keklik 2003). By July 
31, 2011, however, only twenty-six countries had met the goal, 
many of them through legislated or voluntarily quotas. The 
percentage of women in the U.S. Congress is well below the 
UN goal, and as of mid-2011, the United States ranked 68th. 
The absence of women in positions of political power means 
women are underrepresented in the groups that are responsible 
for creating public policy, passing laws, directing resources, 
and setting political priorities. 


Religion and Gender 


Because the world’s religions are numerous and varied, it is dif- 
ficult to generalize about gender roles. However, the world’s 
largest religions—including forms of Judaism, Islam, Bud- 
dhism, Hinduism, and Christianity—severely restrict the 
role of women in rituals and in institutional governance. In 
most cases, sacred texts in these religions personify God and 
the major prophets and disciples as male. Religious writings 
and teachings are often used to justify male domination in 
social life. For example, the Christian Bible notes that “wives 
should submit to their husbands in everything” (Ephesians 
5:24), while the Qur'an (4.34) instructs that if wives are not 
obedient, men may “admonish them, and leave them alone in 
the sleeping-places and beat them.” However, as with other 
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TABLE11.2 AND LOWEST PERCENTAGES 


OF WOMEN IN NATIONAL 
LEGISLATIVE BODIES, 2011 
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Note: The United States was 68th out of the 187 countries ranked. 
Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union (2011) 


religious beliefs, religious leaders reinterpret doctrines of faith 
regarding gender relations to reflect changing cultural values 
in the society at large. Thus, as gender equality has become a 
mainstream value, many religions are beginning to affirm the 
role of women in their sacred traditions. For example, there 
are women rabbis, and some Protestant denominations have 
women pastors or priests. 


Sexual Harassment 


Another form of gender discrimination is sexual harassment, 
unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other 
verbal or physical harassment of a sexual nature (U.S. Equal Em- 
ployment Opportunity Commission 2010). Harassment can 
take place anywhere: at work, on campus, or in the commu- 
nity. Most cases of sexual harassment are committed by men 
against women, but the perpetrator and victim can be of either 
gender. 

Some harassment involves the abuse of power. The clear- 
est cases are quid pro quo (“this for that”) harassment, which 
involves a proposed exchange of some benefit, or withhold- 
ing of some sanction, for sexual favors: Sleep with me and I'll 
raise your salary; refuse and youre fired. Such cases are clearly 
abuses of authority and blatantly illegal. Other cases involve se- 
vere or pervasive sexual harassment that creates a hostile work 
environment, including inappropriate sexual jokes, sexually 


thinking aboutstructure 


How do cross-national comparisons of gender inequality illustrate that macro-level social 
structure can influence micro-level decisions, such as the division of housework? 


explicit e-mails or screen-savers, pornography, sexual cartoons, 
or unwanted verbal comments or physical contact. Typically, 
for such cases to be prosecuted, the offensive behavior must 
continue after a victim has lodged a complaint. 

The legal standard for the creation of a hostile work envi- 
ronment—that a “reasonable person” in the same or similar 
circumstances would find the situation offensive—is not easy 
to meet, since there are many gray areas where reasonable peo- 
ple can disagree. In fact, some sexual harassment is uninten- 
tional. One person may think he or she is saying something 
funny or complimentary, but a colleague is offended—a good 
example of the failure to achieve intersubjectivity, as discussed 


in Chapter 7. 


Violence Against Women 


Abuse of power, which is sometimes involved in sexual harass- 
ment, takes another, extreme form in violence against women. 
As in other relations that involve power, violence against 
women is both a consequence and a cause of inequality. Men 
carry out this violence on an individual level as well as in more 
organized and systematic ways. 


DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND SEXUAL AS- 


SAULT For much of history, violence against women in 
the home was widely accepted. In the United States, men had 
the legal right to assault their wives physically as recently as the 
late 1800s. Even today, other societies tolerate domestic vio- 
lence. In many countries, though, feminist activists have been 
successful in changing cultural norms, legal standards, and 
law enforcement practices regarding domestic violence. In the 
United States, domestic violence is now widely recognized as a 
major social problem and is treated as a crime. 

The U.S. Department of Justice (2008) defines domestic vi- 
olence as “a pattern of abusive behavior in any relationship that 
is used by one partner to gain or maintain power and control over 
another intimate partner.” (The term intimate partner violence is 
also commonly used.) Such abuse may include physical, sexual, 
psychological, emotional, and economic components. Accord- 
ing to the Department of Justice, it includes “any behaviors 
that intimidate, manipulate, humiliate, isolate, frighten, terror- 
ize, coerce, threaten, blame, hurt, injure, or wound someone.” 

About 85 percent of intimate partner violence is directed 
at women, making women about seven times as likely as men 
to be the targets of such violence. Although some women do 
perpetrate abuse against men, such abuse is milder than that 
aimed at women, and female victims are far more likely than 
male victims to say they are afraid and to suffer serious injury. 
Intimate partner violence makes up about 20 percent of all 
nonfatal violent crime directed at women, and it causes about 
30 percent of all murders in which the victim is a woman. It 
comprises only 3 percent of nonfatal violent crime directed at 
men and 4 percent of male murders (U.S. Department of Jus- 
tice 2008). The nature of domestic violence against men is dif 
ferent, as well. Women often become violent in self-defense, 
or they exploit an opportunity to retaliate violently against an 


on : ; 

<> People concerned about violence against women have recently 
organized provocatively titled “slut walks” to counter the attitude 
that women provoke violence against themselves by how they 
choose to appear. This attitude blames the victims for the crime 
committed against them and implicitly absolves the male perpetra- 
tors of responsibility. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


What does the prevalence of violence against women, both in 
{ ==} and outside the home, indicate about power and gender in 
our society? 


abuser—such as when a man passes out from drinking exces- 
sively (Belknap and Melton 2005). 

Rape overlaps with domestic violence, since some domes- 
tic violence involves sexual assault. One major study found 
that only about 16.7 percent of female victims were raped by 
a stranger. Instead, most rapes (which sometimes involved 
multiple attackers) were. by an acquaintance (27.3 percent), a 
spouse or an ex-spouse (20.2 percent), a relative other than a 
husband (22.4 percent), a date or former date (21.5 percent), 
or a current or former cohabitating partner (45 percent). About 
one out of six women in the United States has been the victim 
of rape (14.8 percent) or attempted rape (2.8 percent) at some 
point in her life (Tjaden and Thoennes 2000, 2006). 

When men are taught, through socialization, to denigrate 
women and feel a sense of entitlement toward them, domestic 
violence can be a result. However, in the United States, chang- 
ing cultural values that reject violence against women and bet- 
ter prosecution of perpetrators appear to be having a significant 
impact. Between 1993 and 2005, the rate of nonfatal intimate 
partner assaults plummeted by 60 percent, whereas the number 
of intimate partner homicide victims in that period dropped by 
25 percent (Catalano 2007). 

Internationally, however, the situation is not as promising. 
Although reliable data on violence against women in many 
countries are difficult to obtain, the World Health Organiza- 
tion (WHO) interviewed over 24,000 women in fifteen cultur- 
ally diverse settings in ten countries to obtain comparable data. 
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ma FIGURE 11.3 | VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

BY CULTURE 

Male violence against women is not natural or innate; it varies by 
culture. Rural women in Ethiopia, for example, are nearly five times 
as likely to have experienced physical or sexual violence as urban 
women in Japan. Source: World Health Organization (200508). 


WHO's work confirms that domestic violence varies signifi- 
cantly by culture (see Figure 11.3). For example, 71 percent of 
women in rural Ethiopia reported having been the victim of 
sexual or physical assault at one time, compared to 15 percent 


Fal 


of women in a Japanese city. The WHO (2005) report notes 
that “Domestic violence . . . continues to be frighteningly com- 
mon and to be accepted as ‘normal’ within too many societies” 
(p. vii). (Ihe Sociology Works box examines one sociology ma- 
jor’s work with recent immigrants for gender justice.) 


STATE VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN We 
usually think of violence against women in terms of crimes 
committed by individuals, but governments are also impli- 
cated in this type of crime (Barstow 2001). Some governments 
willfully ignore sexual assault by failing to pass or enforce laws 
against it. In times of war, governments and military groups 
have organized and carried out systematic violence against 
women, including sexual slavery, in which women are forced to 
serve as prostitutes for soldiers. 

Military groups have also used mass rape to terrorize civil- 
ian populations. Soldiers often murder the rape victims after- 
ward. In 1994, for example, men raped as many as 500,000 
women in Rwanda as part of that central African country’s 
genocidal civil war. During the violence in Croatia and Bosnia- 
Herzegovina in southeastern Europe, in the early 1990s, the 
number of rape victims was as high as 60,000. Since 1998, a 
variety of war crimes against women, including rape, abduc- 
tion, and sexual slavery, have been recognized as grave viola- 
tions of international law and have been subject to prosecution 
in international courts (UN Development Fund for Women 
2007). 


HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND GLOBALIZATION 
Another form of organized violence against women involves 
human trafficking, in which criminal networks recruit, en- 
trap, and transport individuals, holding them against their will 
for either sexual exploitation or forced labor. Such activities 
have increased significantly as globalization has made travel 
and immigration easier. Though precise numbers are impos- 
sible to obtain, experts estimate that at any given time at least 
2.5 million people from over 125 countries are victims of 
human trafficking. About 80 percent of the victims of this 
modern-day slavery are poor women and girls (half under age 
eighteen). Criminals lure women and girls with the promise 
of legitimate jobs, but nearly 90 percent of them are forced 
into prostitution (UN Office on Drugs and Crime 2006). Al- 
though the crime is widely recognized, little has been done so 
far to effectively combat it. 


GENITAL CUTTING Female genital cutting is an um- 
brella term covering a variety of procedures that involve the 
partial or total removal of the external female genitalia. The 
most common form involves the removal of the clitoris and the 
labia minora, a procedure that traditional circumcisers or med- 
ical personnel often perform without anesthetic any time from 
infancy through adolescence. Some cultures use the practice to 
encourage virginity until marriage and fidelity afterward. Oth- 
ers use it as an initiation rite to a community of adult women. 
Still others perform the procedure in the mistaken belief that 
it has hygienic benefits or enhances fertility. Whatever the 
reason, an estimated 100 million to 140 million women have 


BOPIOLOGY wane 


Mona Moayad and Gender Justice 


fter earning her undergraduate degree in sociology from 

the University of Texas at Austin, Mona Moayad received 

a couple of job offers in Washington, D.C., one from the 

Federal Trade Commission, which oversees consumer pro- 
tection and competition issues, the other from the little-known 
Tahirih Justice Center (2011), which describes itself as a “nonprofit 
organization that works to protect immigrant women and girls 
from gender-based violence through legal services, advocacy, and 
public education programs.” Choosing the small nonprofit over 
the big federal agency, Moayad took an important step toward a 
career promoting social justice. 

As a paralegal in immigration and family law at the center, 
Moayad worked with women and girls who had been victims 
of gender-based persecution. Her day-to-day work included 
conducting intake meetings for those seeking services, prepar- 
ing and presenting case summaries, preparing complaints for a 
variety of family law cases, and interviewing clients to help them 
complete immigration forms. The center’s programs include 
providing pro bono (free) legal services to immigrant women who 
had fled their home countries to escape torture, rape, human 
trafficking, forced marriage, domestic abuse, fe- 
male genital cutting, and crimes committed 
against them in the name of family honor 
or because they had become widows. 
Moayad’s training in sociology proved 

useful for this demanding work. “Sociol- 
ogy gave me the framework to under- 
stand why direct legal services are so 
important and necessary to empower 
disadvantaged communities,” she notes. 
“Studying social stratification gave me a 
clearer understanding of what challenges 
my clients were facing: characteristics of 
the ‘working poor,’ the wage gap between women and men, 
institutionalized racism that is deeply woven into every aspect of 
society which limited my clients’ abilities to move up the ‘social 
ladder’ and have access to more opportunities for themselves 
and for their children. This knowledge gave me the context to 
understand where my clients were coming from and gave me the 
stats to defend and advocate for my clients.” Moayad used her 
sociology degree and experience at the Tahirih Justice Center 
as stepping stones to law school, earning a law degree from the 
City University of New York (CUNY) School of Law in pursuit of a 
career as an activist lawyer. 


“Sociology gave 
me the framework to 
understand why direct 
legal services are so 
important and necessary to 
empower disadvantaged 
communities.” 


Looking back on her edu- 
cation in sociology, Moayad 
notes, “The two most useful 
courses | took were ‘Social 
Movements’ and ‘Social Strati- 
fication.’ Social movements 
provided my first exposure 
to the history of systemic 
changes in the United States 
through the unification of 
diverse peoples. Social stratifi- 
cation gave me the foundation 
to understand the intersection 
of gender, race, and class in 
American society and how our 
current institutions further 
entrench social inequalities by 
limiting access to opportunities for economic mobility.” 

Although her mother also has a degree in sociology, and is, 
as Moayad puts it, “very passionate about the subject,” Moayad 

says, “[l] had no idea | would major in sociology” 
and did not decide to do so until after she 
took introductory sociology in her second 
year of college. “I was fascinated by sociol- 
ogy; it helped me understand what was 
going on in the world around me in every 
aspect.” 

“Sociology has given me a heightened 
awareness about the inequalities that 
exist within society. It has given me the 
framework to understand the deficiencies 

of the legal system and why—although 
insufficient—reform legal work is necessary 
in order to bring about change in society.” 


think about it 


1. How are power and inequality central to Moayad’s work? 


Mona Moayad 


2. Have you ever thought of using a degree in sociology as a 
stepping stone to law school or other professional training? 
What type of training might you be interested in and how could 
sociology help prepare you for it? 


undergone some form of genital cutting (World Health Orga- 
nization 2010). 

Although it has long been an accepted part of some cul- 
tures and religious practices, especially in Africa, many human 
rights advocates consider genital cutting to be a form of orga- 


nized violence against women, and some women from the cul- 
tures that condone it have organized to stop the practice. Some 
female genital cutting interferes with sexual pleasure, and 
some procedures can interfere with urination and contribute to 


complications during childbirth (World Health Organization 
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2010). Whereas male circumcision—the removal of the fore- 
skin from the penis—is also prominent in some cultures, its 
purpose and significance differ starkly from female genital cut- 
ting. In particular, male circumcision has no significant effect 
on sexual functioning, is not performed to inhibit sexual activ- 
ity, and may help the man reduce his chance of HIV infection 
(World Health Organization 2007). 

As genital cutting illustrates, sexuality is another area re- 
lated to gender in which cultural differences result in many 
variations. 


Sexuality refers to a person’s sexual desires, behav- 
iors, and identity. Like gender, sexuality is re- 
lated to biologically based sex characteristics 
but is also a social construction. Sexuality 
is about much more than biological re- 
production. As a social behavior, sexual- 

ity is heavily influenced by norms and 
expectations that vary by culture and 
change over time. In discussing sexual- 

ity, then, we need to consider both biol- 
ogy and culture. 


Biology, Culture, 
and Sexuality 


‘There are two basic ways to approach human sexuality. 

On the one hand, we can look at humans as highly evolved 
animals for whom sex is simply a “natural” biological activ- 
ity necessary for reproduction, as it is for other animals. Hor- 
mones help fuel a sex drive that enables human beings to repro- 
duce successfully—perhaps too successfully, since population 
growth strains the planet’s resources. In this vein, some people 
invoke “nature” to make judgments about what is “normal” 
sexual activity, and some observers condemn homosexuality as 
“unnatural” because it cannot result in conception. However, 
contrary to common belief, other nonhuman primates—our 
closest animal cousins who are social beings and have relatively 
large brains and facial features similar to humans—engage in 
a variety of sexual activities, some of which have nothing to 
do with reproduction. Bonobo chimpanzees (also known as 
pygmy chimps), for example, use sex as play, to mark an end to 
an argument, to help form a friendship, to trade for food, and 
more. Since bonobos often engage in homosexual sex, oral sex, 
or sex with juveniles, their sexual behavior is not only for pro- 
creation. Therefore, even in nature, sex includes a broad range 
of practices with a variety of purposes. 

On the other hand, human behavior is the product of cul- 
ture as well as biology, and in this sense, human sexuality isn’t 
so much “natural” as it is a set of socially regulated practices 
that vary across cultures and over time. Religious belief —which 


often includes ideas about right and wrong expressions of sexu- 
ality—has been one way of communicating cultural norms 
about sexuality. For example, the use of birth control was for- 
bidden by all Protestant denominations until 1930 and is still 
considered sinful by the Catholic Church today. The Church 
also condemns masturbation and homosexuality (Jutte 2008). 
Cultures typically have a variety of norms and expectations 
regarding sexuality. At what age is sexual activity appropriate? 
Is sex with a first cousin acceptable? Is sex outside of marriage 
acceptable? Is monogamy—commitment to a single sexual 
partner—necessary? Different cultures answer these questions 
differently. However, all cultures have some form of incest ta- 
boo, 4 norm restricting sexual relations between certain relatives. 
Since reproduction between close relatives increases the risk 
that offspring will be born with harmful physical or mental 
effects, incest taboos reduce this risk. Incest taboos 
also promote social integration by encouraging 
people to reach beyond their immediate fam- 
ily for a sexual partner and reduce conflict 
within the family by marking boundaries 
that restrict competition for sexual part- 
ners. Other taboos, such as age restric- 
tions, protect vulnerable children not 
yet mature enough to consent to sexual 
activity. 
As with other aspects of human social 
life, sociologists understand that sexual- 
ity is the result of both nature and nurture; 
it has a biological basis but varies culturally. 
As such, it is another aspect of our lives that is 
socially constructed. 


Sexuality as a Social 
Construction 


The bedroom may seem like the last place that would be sub- 
mitted to a sociological analysis. But sociology applies not only 
to our public actions but also to the most personal and private 
aspects of our lives. Sex reflects a culture’s collective norms. 

Culture heavily influences when, how often, where, with 
whom, and how humans have sex (Kimmel 2007). Research- 
ers have documented a variety of sexual customs around the 
world. A passionate kiss on the lips frequently initiates a sexual 
encounter in U.S. culture. But the Thonga of Mozambique and 
Siriono of Bolivia, among others, find such kissing to be re- 
pulsive because of the possibility of exchanging saliva; mouths 
are intended to be used for food. The Zande people of central 
Africa typically have sex several times a night but, in contrast, 
the Yapese people of the Pacific Islands typically have sex only 
about once a month. In some cultures, sexual intercourse al- 
ways occurs outside so as not to “contaminate” the living quar- 
ters; in others it always happens indoors. Oral sex is a staple of 
sexual encounters in some cultures but is absent from others. 
Men typically initiate sex in many cultures, whereas women 
typically do so in others. 
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Because all these sexual behaviors and more are consid- 
ered “normal” in their cultural context, there clearly is no 
single understanding of human sexuality. Amidst all these 
variations in sexual behavior, humans manage to reproduce, 
express love, form strong social bonds, experience pleasure, 
and simply have fun. 


Changing Norms: 
The Sexual Revolution 
in the United States 


To get a sense of the social construction of sexuality, consider 
how sexual attitudes, behaviors, and norms have evolved in the 
United States. In a major cultural shift, the past century has 
seen an increasing willingness to discuss sexuality openly and 
a greater emphasis on individual freedom and personal choice 
in matters of sexuality. 

Through much of the twentieth century, sexuality was 
closely controlled by restrictive social norms. Morality and 
religion preached that the only appropriate use of sex was to 
start a family. Reflecting the inequality of the day, women 
were subjected to a double standard: premarital sex by men was 
commonly tolerated, whereas women were expected to remain 
virgins until marriage. Because women didn’t have easy access 
to effective birth control or safe legal abortions, and unmarried 
mothers were subjected to severe social stigma, female absti- 
nence before marriage was a practical necessity. 

By the mid-twentieth century, however, a number of factors 
helped to change sexual attitudes and behaviors in the United 
States, creating what came to be called the sexual revolution: 


@ In 1948, Alfred Kinsey and his colleagues helped spark 
serious public discussion of sexuality when they pub- 
lished the first of two books on male and female sexual- 
ity (Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin 1948/1998; Kinsey et 
al. 1953/1998). Though crude by today’s standards, the 
work used a social scientific approach to explore what 
had largely been taboo subjects, including homosexual- 
ity. Their findings suggested that many people were more 
open to a variety of sexual experiences than was often 
acknowledged. Such work was significant, since sexual- 
ity was typically considered a private matter not to be 
discussed in public, and most people lacked even basic 
sexual information to a degree that is difficult to imagine 
today. 


@ The vibrant youth culture of the post-World War II baby 
boom generation during the latter 1950s and 1960s re- 
belled against many social conventions, including restric- 
tive sexual norms. Students living away from home in 
rapidly growing residential college campuses encountered 
a social environment that enabled sexual experimentation. 
By the late 1960s, some members of this youth subculture 
were advocating the wholesale rejection of sexual con- 
ventions and promoting sexuality for pleasure, not just 
procreation. 


® ‘The introduction of the Pill in 1960 helped to make such 
sexual freedom possible. Oral contraceptives made it easier 
for women to control if and when they had children. 


mw A broader women’s movement decried the sexual double 
standard and affirmed the right of women to control their 
own bodies and enjoy their sexuality. 


This new freedom was not without consequences. As people 
engaged in more frequent sex with a greater number of part- 
ners, the frequency of sexually transmitted diseases and teen 
pregnancies rose in the 1970s, which helped spark a backlash 
against the sexual revolution. Social conservatives advocated a 
return to “family values,” including a revival of earlier norms 
regarding sexuality and gender roles. Debates over these cul- 
tural values continue to this day, but most aspects of the sexual 
revolution have long since moved into the cultural mainstream, 
influencing the expression of our sexual identities. 


Sexual Identities 


Queer theory argues that sexual identities are socially con- 
structed, evolve, and can change during a person’s life (Seid- 
man 1996). Sexual identity (or sexual orientation) refers to 
our sense of self as it relates to the type of sexual attraction we have 
for others. In our society, there are four basic sexual identity 
groups (summarized in Figure 11.4): 


m@ Heterosexuals are attracted to people of a different sex. 
= Homosexuals are attracted to people of the same sex. 
® Bisexuals are attracted to people of both sexes. 


m Asexual people experience no sexual attraction for anyone. 


Although it remains an area of debate, growing evidence 
suggests that sexual identity is rooted in biology but influenced 
by culture. The American Academy of Pediatrics offers its cli- 
nicians advice that is typical of this growing consensus: “Sex- 
ual orientation probably is not determined by any one factor 
but by a combination of genetic, hormonal, and environmental 
influences” (Frankowski 2004, 1828). 

Sexuality is a sensitive and private topic, and many people 
are guarded about discussing it. It is therefore impossible to 
ascertain whether what people say in surveys about their sex 
lives is accurate. Also, given the continuum of attitudes and 
behaviors that marks sexuality, classifying people into dis- 
tinct categories can be difficult and misleading. For example, 
most people who report having engaged in same-sex activities 
at some point in their lives do not identify as gay, lesbian, or 


Degree of Opposite-Sex Attraction 


High Low 
Degree of : 
Same-Sex High Bisexual Homosexual 
Attraction Low Heterosexual Asexual 
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bisexual (Herbenick et al. 2010; Laumann et al. 2000). Thus 
the percentage of the population that falls within each type of 
sexual identity is a matter of debate. 

More recently, the U.S. Census Bureau has begun to col- 
lect data on same-sex couples and the gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
population in the United States. Based on these and other sur- 
veys, one analysis found that 9 million people—3.5 percent 
of the adult U.S. population—identified themselves as lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, or transgender (Gates 2011). In 2009, there were 
581,300 same-sex couples in the United States, a number that 
is likely to increase as the social stigma and threat of discrimi- 
nation associated with homosexuality and same-sex relation- 


ships decreases (Gates 2010). 


Inventing Heterosexuals 
and Homosexuals 


Just as culture influences how people understand sexual be- 
havior, it also influences how we understand sexual identity. In 
fact, the very idea of linking identity to sexuality—of identi- 
fying as “straight,” “gay,” or “bi”—is a relatively recent social 
invention. 

All forms of sexual behaviors have existed 
throughout human history. Some forms of ho- 
mosexual activity were a routine part of social 
life in some societies, as we saw from the 
example of the two-spirits earlier in this 
chapter. Perhaps most famously, homo- 
sexuality was prevalent in ancient Greek 
culture, and the word /esbian is derived 
from the island of Lesbos, home of the 
ancient Greek poet Sappho, who wrote 
her love poems for women and girls. 

However, through most of human 

history, sexual behavior and what we now 
call sexual identity have been separated. In 
earlier times, engaging in heterosexual or ho- 
mosexual activity didn’t necessarily mean a per- 
son was regarded as a heterosexual or a homosexual. 
Not until early scientific efforts to categorize human sexual 
behavior in the mid-nineteenth century was the notion of “ho- 
mosexuals” as a distinct category of people created to contrast 
with “heterosexuals.” 

In The History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault (1978/1980) ar- 
gued that in the mid-nineteenth century, in part because of the 
increasingly diverse and rapidly growing populations concen- 
trated in recently industrialized cities, scientists undertook new 
efforts to study sexual behaviors. For the first time, sexuality— 
which had always been a part of daily life—was scrutinized 
and analyzed. In the process of studying sexual behaviors, 
researchers began classifying them into distinct categories— 
including “normal” and “deviant.” Increased knowledge about 
sexual practices led to efforts by those in power to restrict 


them. Governments began trying to regulate and control these 
newly labeled deviant practices. For example, they enacted 
sodomy laws banning practices associated with homosexual- 
ity (though performed by many heterosexuals, as well), such 
as anal intercourse and oral sex. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, Western societies treated someone who engaged in 
homosexual activity as a member of a new and distinct social 
category: homosexuals. 

In the latter half of the twentieth century, however, skep- 
ticism about the strict separation of sexualities and efforts to 
enforce it increased. As early as 1948, Kinsey suggested that, 
rather than belonging to one of two distinct categories, men’s 
sexuality fell along a continuum, with many men experienc- 
ing both heterosexual and homosexual feelings and behaviors 
to varying degrees. Many researchers have confirmed Kinsey’s 
findings, though popular culture often still views “gay” and 
“straight” as sharply divided and mutually exclusive identities. 


Bisexuality and Asexuality 


Are you gay or straight? As noted, our culture generally in- 
sists on dichotomous—either-or—sexual identities. But what 
if your answer to that question is “both” or “neither”? 
Being bisexual means having a sexual identity 
based on attraction to both women and men. 
People in various cultures have long engaged 
in sexual activity with people of both sexes, 
but the notion of bisexuality as a distinct 
identity emerged in the nineteenth cen- 
tury. The term bisexual was not com- 
monly used until the mid-twentieth 
century. 

Being asexual means lacking sexual 
attraction to either gender. This iden- 
tity, too, violates our culture’s expected 

norms about sexuality. Asexual people are 
not celibate; they typically don’t choose to 
refrain from sex, resist sexual urges, fail to find 
a sexual partner, or have moral or religious objec- 
tions to sex. Instead, asexuals—who make up about one 
percent of the population, according to the limited research 
available on the subject—are simply not sexually attracted to 
anyone (Bogaert 2004). 


Sexual Identities 
and Inequality 


Cultures have widely divergent views about lesbian, gay, bi- 
sexual, and transgender people (LGBT). Heterosexism, a set 
of attitudes and behavior that indicates an assumption that ev- 
eryone is heterosexual, is common. Assuming a female friend 
is referring to a man when she mentions a date is an example 
of heterosexism. People with heterosexist attitudes don’t neces- 


thinking about 


power 


Once scientists categorized people as homosexual or heterosexual, governments sought to 
use their POWer to control people with sexual identities they considered deviant. In what 
ways do governments still use power to control people’s sexual identity? 


pe 
§)) States with full marriage equality 


Massachusetts (2004); Connecticut (2008); lowa (2009); Vermont (2009); 
New Hampshire (2010); District of Columbia (2010); New York (2011) 


™® states with broad relationship recognition laws 


©) MAP 11.1 | SAME-SEX 
MARRIAGE AND 
RELATIONSHIP RECOGNITION 
LAWS, 2011 


As of 2011, licenses for same-sex 
marriages or civil unions are issued 
in Connecticut, lowa, Massachu- 
setts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 
New York, Vermont, and Wash- 
ington, DC. Most states, though, 
continue to ban same-sex mar- 
riage. Source: National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force (2011). 


CORE CONCEPTS 
CHALLENGE 


How does the legal 
structure in various states 
create barriers for same- 
sex couples? Does legally 
recognizing same-sex 
marriage create barriers 
for heterosexual couples? 
Explain. 


SG 


civil unions: Vermont (2000); New Jersey (2007); Illinois (2011); Rhode Island (2011); Delaware (2012); Hawaii (2012) 
domestic partnerships: California (2005); Oregon (2008); Washington (2008); Nevada (2009) 


") States with limited relationship recognition laws 
designated beneficiaries: Colorado (2009) 


domestic partnerships: Maine (2004); Maryland (2008); Wisconsin (2009) 


* States that recognize same-sex marriages performed in other states 


Rhode Island (2007); Maryland (2010); New Mexico (2011); Illinois (2011) 


sarily have negative feelings toward LGBT people; they sim- 
ply overlook their existence. In contrast, homophobia is the 
disapproval and fear of LGBT people. Homophobia is often the 
source of hostility and discrimination. 

Discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen- 
der people is pervasive, though some movement toward more 
equality is evident. Homophobic laws and customs have bla- 
tantly discriminated against LGBT people, often forcing them 
to stay “in the closet.” The American Psychiatric Association 
labeled homosexuality a “mental disorder” until the mid-1970s. 
Sodomy laws were used almost exclusively to target gay men 
until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled them unconstitutional in 
2003 (American Civil Liberties Union 2010; Human Rights 
Campaign 2010). 

Because federal legislation does not bar discrimination 
against LGBT people in employment, in the absence of state 
protections, it is legal to fire or refuse to hire people simply 
because they are gay, bisexual, or transgender. Some states, 
though, have adopted employment protection laws prohibiting 
such actions. In some ways, the private sector has been ahead 
of government in recognizing LGBT rights in the workplace. 
For example, as of 2010, 89 percent of Fortune 500 companies 


prohibited discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation 
and 57 percent offered domestic partner health insurance ben- 
efits to LGBT employees (Human Rights Campaign 201 1a). 

Same-sex marriage is legal in several countries, including 
Canada, Belgium, the Netherlands, South Africa, and Spain, 
whereas various forms of civil unions are legal in at least fifteen 
other countries. However, since 1996 the U.S. government has 
defined marriage as a legal union between one man and one 
woman (Public Law No. 104-199), and most states continue 
to bar same-sex marriages, limiting the legal rights of gay and 
lesbian partners (Map 11.1). As yet, LGBT parents have no 
consistent legal standing across the states. Child custody, visi- 
tation, and adoption rights are just some of the issues still be- 
ing debated and resolved in various legal venues. 

Homosexuals were banned from military service until 1993, 
when a compromise “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy (designed by 
sociologist Charles Moskos) permitted gays and lesbians to 
serve as long as they did not openly disclose their sexual iden- 
tity. Since that time, though, an increasing majority of the pub- 
lic has supported allowing gays to serve openly (Pew Research 
Center 2010b). A 2010 Defense Department study found that 
only 30 percent of military personnel thought repeal of “don’t 
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ask, don’t tell” would have a negative effect (U.S. Department 
of Defense 2010). In 2010, a federal court found this policy 
unconstitutional, prompting congressional action later that 
year that finally overturned the ban. 

Homophobic beliefs are often rooted in religious doctrine, 
but there is no consensus among the world’s religions regard- 
ing the status of LGBT people. Indeed, debates about homo- 
sexuality, the role of gays in each faith, and the blessing of 
same-sex unions have deeply divided some denominations. The 
Episcopal Church in the United States was deeply divided in 
recent years over the ordination of an openly gay bishop, for 
example. Intolerance can be extreme. In a few Muslim coun- 
tries, including Iran and Yemen, homosexuality is still punish- 
able by death. 

More informally, our culture still contains homophobia. For 
many young people, gay is a synonym for lame or stupid. “Gay 
bashing” ranges from well-known insulting slang terms—such 
as fag or dyke—to hate crimes such as harassment, assault, and 
even murder. Such harassment sometimes leads to suicides, es- 
pecially by beleaguered gay teens (Dvorak 2010). 

In one particularly horrendous period of persecution, Ger- 
man Nazis arrested and beat tens of thousands of gay men— 
sometimes castrating them—and used them as forced laborers 
in concentration camps. Once imprisoned, they were forced to 
wear pink triangles, which activists have since recast as a pow- 
erful symbol of the LGBT movement. 


Inequality Based on 


Gender and Sexual 
Identity 


A half-century ago, a chapter such as this one simply would not 
have appeared in a sociology textbook. In an example of how 
human action can change cultures and social structures, how- 
ever, feminists and LGBT activists have helped to modify po- 
litical, legal, and cultural reality as well as the scholarly agenda. 
This section briefly explores some of these efforts. 


Gender in Sociology 


As we saw in Chapter 1, most early mainstream sociologists ig- 
nored issues of gender and sexuality, reflecting the sexist views 
of the societies in which they were working (Kandal 1988). The 
“founding fathers” of sociology in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries often based their generalizations about so- 
ciety on the experiences of heterosexual men. Women writing 
sociological works at the time were mostly excluded from for- 
mal academic positions. As a result, gender played a marginal 
role in early conventional sociology. 
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One exception was a critical theory of gender stratification 
developed by Friedrich Engels, a close collaborator of Karl 
Marx. Engels (1884/1972) tied gender stratification to the rise 
of private property and class. Although he made gender sec- 
ondary in importance to class, Engels at least recognized gen- 
der inequality as unjust and saw the intersection of class and 
gender stratification. As a result of his work, the emancipation 
of women was a goal of many socialist political movements. 


GENDER STRATIFICATION AS FUNCTIONAL 
By the middle of the twentieth century, Talcott Parsons was 
one of a number of sociologists who wrote about “sex roles.” 
Parsons recognized the role strain involved in being a woman 
in middle-class America, especially the tension between being 
a mother and working in paid employment. However, reflect- 
ing his functionalist theo- 
retical orientation, Parsons 
accepted uncritically the 
idea that the specialization 
of sex roles served a useful 
function in society. 
According to Parsons, 
paid labor serves an instru- 
mental function because 
it is task oriented, with 
short-term, impersonal in- 
teractions, while the family 
serves the expressive functions 
involved in stable, long-term, personal relationships. With 
work separated from home life, men specialized in instru- 
mental functions, whereas women focused on the expressive 
tasks of nurturing children and caring for husbands. Parsons 
seemed to assume that women and men voluntarily accepted 
this state of affairs and embraced the values associated with it. 
For Parsons, this clear separation of sex roles reduced compe- 
tition between husband and wife for status in the family. “If 
both were equally in competition for occupational status, there 
might indeed be a very serious strain on the solidarity of the 
family unit,” Parsons wrote (1940/1954, 79). He argued that 
the useful functions provided by sex role segregation heiped to 
explain why “the feminist movement has had such difficulty in 
breaking it down” (p. 80). In the 1960s and 1970s, the wom- 


en’s movement challenged these assumptions. 


O Tl ai Gas tan 


on social theory 


Parsons’s functionalist 
approach to gender rationalized 
inequality between the sexes. 
Do you agree that specialized 
roles for each sex can serve 

a positive function? How 

might such specialization be 
dysfunctional for society? 


FEMINIST SCHOLARSHIP  Objecting to the func- 


tionalists’ assumptions, feminist scholars pointed out that there 
was no reason why individuals could not perform both instru- 
mental and expressive tasks, or if these tasks were to be sepa- 
rated, why men had to be limited to instrumental and women 
to expressive. They also pointed out that functionalist argu- 
ments ignored reality: first, a significant portion of women— 
overwhelmingly members of the working class—were already 
in the labor force, and second, Parsons’s model of family life 
was limited to a particular middle-class version that was domi- 
nant in the United States in the middle of the twentieth cen- 
tury. Since that time, feminist scholarship has influenced every 


subfield in the discipline (Chafetz 1999). This chapter reflects 


many insights from feminist scholars. 


Women’s Activism 


Feminism is a philosophy that advocates social, political, and 
economic equality for women and men. Activism on behalf of 
women’s equality has been a constant force in the modern 
world, but various periods of especially intense activism are 
commonly identified as “waves.” First-wave feminism took 
place mainly in the United States and the United Kingdom 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
when activists working on behalf of women’s political and so- 
cial rights won the right to vote for women. The Seneca Falls 
convention mentioned earlier in this chapter is from this era, 
as are such noted feminist leaders as Susan B. Anthony and 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton. The activists of this period had broad 
goals beyond winning the right to vote, including eliminating 
discriminatory laws, increasing access to higher education, and 
working to make birth control more readily available. 

Second-wave feminism refers to the period of intense activ- 
ism during the 1960s and 1970s, when activists tackled issues 
related to gender inequality, including discrimination in the 
workplace and in education, gender stereotypes in popular cul- 
ture, restrictive gender roles, reproductive rights, and sexual 
freedom. During this era well-known activists such as Betty 
Friedan, the author of The Feminine Mystique (a book that 
helped inspire a revival of interest in women’s rights), helped 
form the National Organization for Women (NOW), and Glo- 
ria Steinem, another important activist, founded Ms. Magazine 
as a platform for feminist ideas. 

Third-wave feminism refers to activism beginning in the 
1990s, though some feminist scholars and activists view this 
period as a continuation of second-wave feminism. Activism to- 
day promotes female self-empowerment and sexual self-esteem, 
gives special attention to race and class diversity within women’s 
experiences, and often includes a playful subversion of popular 


culture. For example, third-wave feminists combated the pa- 
tronizing use of the word gir/ to refer to women by reclaiming 
it as “grrl power,’ a confident affirmation of women’s strength. 


LGBT Activism 


Sexual identity and gender identity are not just private issues; 
they are also public and political concerns. During the past 
half-century, social activism has made the public increasingly 
aware of issues affecting LGBT people (Clendinen and Na- 
gourney 1999; Miller 2006). On June 28, 1969, the New York 
City police raided a gay bar called the Stonewall Inn, as they 
had done many times before. This time, however, patrons re- 
fused to go quietly to jail, and while the police waited for patrol 
wagons, a crowd gathered outside the bar and began heckling 
and then attacking the officers. The spontaneous demonstra- 
tion that followed was repeated on subsequent nights in what 
has become known as the Stonewall Riots, a defining moment 
for the LGBT community and a symbolic turning point in the 
history of social movements. After years of being forced to hide 
from police harassment, gay people took to the streets to de- 
mand their rights. 

Stonewall primarily involved white, gay men. Since then, a 
diverse gay rights movement has emerged, taking on a broad 
range of issues, including supporting LGBT people of color; 
combating hate crimes; supporting teens who face bullying, 
harassment, and estrangement from their families; mobiliz- 
ing people of faith to support LGBT rights; assisting aging gay 
couples who face unique financial challenges as a result of their 
not being allowed to marry; combating discriminatory laws 
and practices in civilian society and the military; working for 
equality in the workplace; and helping same-sex parents. Col- 
lege campuses have been especially active in cultivating LGBT 
activism and developing movement leaders. Over the years, ac- 
tivists have shifted the nation’s culture and laws toward consid- 
erably more equality for the LGBT community, though much 
remains to be done. 


\Unitepfor( MARRIAGE 


AN In 1969, gays and lesbians were forced to live almost entirely “in the closet,” and public gay rights activism was so rare 
that the clash (left) between police and gay men outside of New York’s Stonewall Inn became iconic. Today, many LGBT peo- 
ple live openly and LGBT activism is common, including the movement to recognize same-sex marriage. On the right, support- 
ers of gay marriage march past the Stonewall Inn to celebrate the enactment of New York’s gay marriage law in 2011. 
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CONVERGENCE IN GENDER AND SEXUALITY 


s we have seen, ideas about gender and sexuality are 
changing constantly. In recent years, one ongoing 
change has been that women and men have become 
more similar in both gender and sexuality. 


Gender Convergence 


Gender convergence is a trend toward increasing similarity in 
how women and men live. This convergence varies depending 
on social context, much like gender itself. Some women in 
booming developing countries, for example, are experienc- 
ing increased economic opportunities and independence for 
the first time, newfound freedom that is allowing them to 
carve out new gender roles in otherwise traditional societ- 
ies. Those most affected are middle-class, educated women 
who have the chance to defer marriage and motherhood 
while pursuing careers in fields such as business and technol- 
ogy. In India, for example, a growing population of young, 
single women has chosen to live independently, rather than 
staying at their parents’ house or getting married. Although 
Indian women marry young compared to their Western 
counterparts, the average age at which they marry has risen 
slightly, with college-educated women putting off marriage 
the longest. Although arranged marriages are still common 
and traditional gender roles still deeply entrenched, new 
economic realities are enabling some women to pursue ca- 
reers and lifestyles once limited to men (Sengupta 2007). 

In wealthy developed countries, traditional ways of divid- 
ing responsibility between work and family are becoming 
less common and gender roles less rigid (Fischer et al. 2007; 
Lang and Risman 2007). As we have seen, women and men 
participate in the labor force at rates that are converging. As 
a result, they now have increasingly similar attitudes toward 
the best way to allocate their time: both women and men 
report they want to strike a balance between work and fam- 
ily life. 

In particular, younger men and women in wealthy societ- 
ies are increasingly taking on similar roles. Younger fathers 


spend more time doing childcare than their own fathers did 
(Gerson 1987). College students of both sexes have similar 
aspirations to pursue advanced degrees and careers, have 
similar attitudes about the appropriate role of women in so- 
ciety, provide similar answers to a variety of questions about 
personal values (including about the desire to raise a family), 
and hold comparable opinions about some social and politi- 
cal issues (Astin 1998). 


Sexual Convergence 


Over the past few decades, gender convergence has gradu- 
ally changed the sexual double standard between men and 
women, especially among younger people. The age at which 
women and men become sexually active, their number of 
sexual partners, and their attitudes toward sexuality have 
become more similar. One phase of this convergence oc- 
curred in the wake of the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 
1970S, when girls became more sexually active at an earlier 
age, thereby behaving more like boys. A second phase began 
in the 1990s, when boys began delaying the age of their first 
sexual activity, thereby behaving more like girls. 

Risman and Schwartz (2002) suggest that the tradition- 
ally large gap between the rate of girls’ and boys’ sexual 
activity before the sexual revolution meant that a few sexu- 
ally active girls were having relations with a larger number of 
boys. Gender norms of the time discouraged sexual activity 
on the part of “good girls,” leaving boys to pursue sex with 
“bad girls,” who were ostracized as “sluts.” As gender norms 
changed, girls’ sexual activity has become more accepted 
and widespread. Consequently, boys’ early sexual activities 
are now more likely to be in the context of an ongoing re- 
lationship with a girlfriend rather than a fleeting encounter 
with a “bad girl.” Sex in such ongoing relationships is more 
likely to be safe and responsible, contributing to some posi- 
tive trends. In recent years, the rates of sexually transmitted 
diseases, teen pregnancies, and abortions have all declined, 
suggesting that teens are being more sexually responsible. 
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Gender and Sexuality 


Gender refers to the socially constructed cultural expectations associated with men and 
women. Different cultures produce different gender norms. 


From infancy, we are socialized into our culture’s gender expectations, develop gendered 
identities, and view the world through the lens of gender expectations that we usually 
take for granted. 


Sexuality also varies by culture, and different cultures have different norms regarding 
sexual identities that must be taught through socialization. 


Gender is built into social structure, as when social institutions enforce gender 
expectations. 


Gender must constantly be maintained and recreated—actions that sociologists call 
“doing gender.” Gender roles and identities are fragile and may be contested and changed. 


Social structures often reflect expectations regarding sexuality, as when the legal system 
is tailored to heterosexual couples. 


In every society, differences in power between men and women have resulted in social 
institutions with considerable gender inequality. 


Inequality based on sexuality also reflects differences in power in society. 


Feminists and LGBT activists have organized, using their collective power to promote 
change. 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


a Looking Back 


i 


Sex refers to the biological characteristics that distinguish 
females and males. Gender refers to the socially constructed 
expectations associated with women and men. Transgender 
people, who identify with a gender not typically associated 
with their sex, illustrate the difference between sex and 


gender. 


Much of what our society attributes to sex is, in fact, gen- 
der. Notions of gender vary over time and across cultures. 
Gender is taught through socialization, and “doing gender” 
refers to daily interactions in a variety of social settings that 
involve the reinforcement or modification of gender. 


Gender inequality and stratification are part of the structure 
of society. Sex differences likely played an important role in 
the establishment of patriarchy, whereas cultural develop- 
ments have radically reduced the importance of sex in rela- 
tion to gender. 


Gender inequality can be found in all the major social 
institutions, including the workplace, family, media, poli- 
tics, and religion. Individual or organized violence against 
women is one way male power is used to dominate women. 


Norms about sexuality and sexual identity are culturally 
produced, resulting in wide variations. In Western society, 
the invention of distinct sexual orientations is a relatively 
recent phenomenon. Sexual minorities are often subject to 
discrimination. 


Feminist efforts have helped to create more equality be- 
tween women and men. Activism has also helped to reduce 
discrimination against LGBT people. Gender and sexual 
convergence have occurred in many areas of social life, as 
standards become more similar for men and women. 


> Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


al 


Both gender and race have socially constructed characteris- 
tics that are mistakenly attributed to biology. Using a so- 
ciological perspective, describe how else race and gender are 
similar. How are they different? 


Take note of how the words sex and gender are used to refer 
to women and men in popular media and other places. Can 
you find examples in which the word gender is being used to 
mean biological differences? 


312 


Bh 


5. 


What do you think are the major differences, if any, be- 
tween how gender affects your life and how it affected the 
lives of your parents? 


Where do you see the most entrenched forms of gender 
inequality? Why has this particular area been so resistant to 
change? 

How were you socialized to understand different sexual 
identities? Did this socialization include homophobic biases? 


a Key Terms 


asexual (p. 305) people who experience no sexual attraction for 
anyone. 

bisexual (p. 305) people who are attracted to others of both 
sexes. . 

doing gender (p. 291) creating gender through interactions in 
particular social settings. 

domestic violence (or intimate partner violence) (p. 301) a pat- _ 
tern of abusive behavior in any relationship that is used by 
one partner to gain or maintain power and control over an- 
other intimate partner. 

feminism (p. 309) a philosophy that advocates social, political, 
and economic equality for women and men. 

gender (p. 285) the socially constructed cultural expectations 
associated with women and men. 

gender convergence (p. 310) a trend toward increasing similar- 
ity in how women and men live. 

gender expression (p. 287) the way a person communicates gen- 
der identity to others, through behavior, clothing, hairstyle, 
and other means. 

gender identity (p. 287) a person’s identification as a woman, a 
man, or some combination of the two. 

gender role (p. 290) a set of social expectations regarding behay- 
ior and attitudes based on a person’s sex. 

gender stratification (p. 295) the systematic and unequal dis- 
tribution of power and resources in society between women 
and men. 

glass ceiling (p. 299) the often invisible barrier created by 
individual and institutional sexism that prevents qualified 
women from advancing to higher levels of leadership and 
management. 


heterosexism (p. 306) attitudes and behavior that indicate an as- 
sumption that everyone is heterosexual. 

heterosexual (p. 305) people who are attracted to people of a 
different sex. 

homophobia (p. 307) the disapproval and fear of LGBT people. 

homosexual (p. 305) people who are attracted to people of the 
same sex. 

incest taboo (p. 304) a norm restricting sexual relations between 
certain relatives. 

intersexual people (p. 285) individuals born with ambiguous 
reproductive or sexual anatomy. 

matriarchy (p. 295) a social system dominated by women. 

patriarchy (p. 295) a social system dominated by men. 

second shift (p. 299) the phenomenon of employed women still 
having primary responsibility for housework and childcare. 

sex (p. 285) the biological distinction between females and 
males. 

sexism (p. 290) the ideology that one sex is superior to the other. 

sexual harassment (p. 300) unwelcome sexual advances, re- 
quests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical harass- 
ment of a sexual nature. 

sexual identity (or orientation) (p. 305) our sense of self as it 
relates to the type of sexual attraction we have for others. 

sexuality (p. 304) a person’s sexual desires, behaviors, and 
identity. 

transgender people (p. 287) individuals who identify with a 
gender different from the one associated with their sex. 

transsexuals (p. 289) people who have sex reassignment surgery 
to change their physical appearance. 
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CHAPTER 12 


nlike most young American women who expect to experience love and marriage in that order, 


twenty-five-year-old Vibha Jasani was preparing to marry a man she hardly knew (Span 2003). To 
find a mate, the Virginia Tech graduate had recently traveled with her mother to India, her family’s 
homeland. There she spent three weeks meeting at least one man a day who had been prescreened 
by her uncle. Jasani eventually chose Haresh Umaretiya, met with his family to get their approval 
(some twenty people in all), and was quickly engaged. A few months later, Jasani and her family 
were back in the United States preparing for her wedding and mapping out her future using a mix of 
religious custom and family tradition. 

In India’s Hindu culture, marriage is considered the union of two families, not just two individuals. 
To Hindus, parents have not completed their responsibilities until a child is married, so parents 
usually become deeply involved in helping to choose mates for their children. Parents appraise the 
bloodlines and reputations of the family involved, taking into account the education, class, age, and 
appearance of prospective spouses. Wives and husbands are expected to be reliable and dependable 
partners, not necessarily to fall in love or be close confidantes. 

While the tradition of arranged marriages is centuries-old, contemporary Western values 
introduced by globalization have been transforming it. Today, “arranged introduction” might be a 
more accurate description since both the potential bride and groom can veto any proposed match. 


Reflecting her embrace of U.S. values, Jasani was clear that she was not about to give up her career 
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to become a traditional housewife. When it came to 
housework, she insisted on “someone who'd be fifty-fifty with 
everything.” 

Looking back after a large successful religious wedding, 
Jasani is a bit surprised that she went through with the 
traditional process. “I never thought I’d do it this way. It’s 
really weird how life works, y’know? But I’m happy with the 
way it ended up. Seriously happy.” & 


arious types of arranged marriage—some of which in- 

corporate considerable individual choice—are still com- 

mon in many parts of the world, and new immigrants 

to the United States often bring these traditions with 
them. However, the U.S.-born children of immigrants grow up 
in a different society from their parents. They typically move 
away from arranged marriage—as well as traditional norms 
regarding gender roles, dating, and courtship (Dugsin 2001; 
Khandelwal 2002; Manohar 2008). As Jasani did, these U.S.- 
born children often adopt a strategy that blends parental guid- 
ance with individual choice. Others simply reject the practice 
outright. 

‘They are not alone. Perhaps more than ever, attitudes about 
family, marriage, and religion are in transition, both in the 
United States and around the world, with new patterns of so- 
cial life emerging as old ones are abandoned. In this chapter, 
we explore family and religion in a world in transition, con- 
sidering their variations within and across cultures, and their 
evolution over time. 


the Family 


We begin by examining the nature of the family and the func- 
tions it performs in society. 


The Family asa 
Social Institution. 


Sociologists define a family as two or more people, related either 
by birth or through social commitment, who share resources, care 
for any dependents, and often maintain close emotional relation- 
ships. This broad definition helps identify “Who is family?” as 
well as “What do families do?” With its enduring patterns of 
relationships and behaviors, the family is a key social institution. 
Biologically based relationships—so-called blood relations— 
play a role in establishing family links, but social commitment 
such as adoption, marriage, civil union, or a steadfast enduring 
relationship can also establish kinship, or family bonds. 
Ultimately, the meaning of family is culturally defined. A 
culture’s notions about family establish, for example, whose 


relationships are significant, what obligations individuals have 
to each other, and what actions are expected from each. Fami- 
lies vary enormously because they are social constructions that 
reflect the norms and beliefs of different cultures at different 
points in history. However, as in all social institutions, it is the 
actions of individuals that maintain or change family struc- 
tures. Finally, the family is influenced by broader social forces, 
some of which help create differences in power that perpetuate 
inequality. 

Families take many forms. Some families include caregivers 
with children or elders as dependents; others consist solely of 
an adult couple. Some families live together, but some extend 
well beyond a single household. Love is often central to mar- 
riage and family life, but relationships in some marriages and 
families are quite formal, without loving, intimate interaction. 
Despite these variations, all families perform at least some core 
social functions, as we see next. 


Social Functions 
of the Family 


Sociologically speaking, what is important about families is 
less the form they take than the roles they play in society. Soci- 
ologists working in the functionalist tradition have highlighted 
several positive social functions of families (Parsons and Bales 


1955). 


= Social stability. Families create kinship ties. On a micro 
level, these relationships create a social bond between in- 
dividuals and their relatives. On a macro level, kinship ties 
can create intricate social networks that include extended 
family and multiple generations. In preindustrial societ- 
ies, these networks were an especially important source of 
social stability because they promoted solidarity. The mar- 
riage of two individuals could serve as a political alliance 
between separate kinship networks for common defense 
and shared prosperity. In industrialized societies, formal 
governmental and economic institutions have displaced 
many of the functions of these extended kinship networks, 
but smaller kinship units—families—continue to play a 
significant role. 


= Material aid. Family members typically help one another 
by pooling their material resources and labor. In some 
cases, they work together to produce their necessities of 
life, including food, clothing, and shelter. In wage-based 
economies, earnings are used for the material benefit 
of family members, whereas unpaid labor in the home 
contributes to the family’s maintenance and well-being. 
Regardless of the model, pooling resources is a common 
feature of families. Power within the family often resides 
with those in control of these resources. 


m Descent and inheritance. Descent refers to the way people 
trace kinship over multiple generations. /nheritance refers 
to the rules regarding the reallocation of property within a 


thinking aboutsgtructure 


The patterns of behavior found in families are a part of social structure. What are some 
of the ways that your family structures social life by enabling patterns of behavior? 
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This Christian family saying grace before a meal (/eft) is affluent by global standards and the distinct product of U.S. 
culture. It contrasts starkly with this Muslim family of modest means from Senegal (right), who are also about to share a 
meal. Their geography, culture, class, race, nationality, and religion may differ, yet both families perform remarkably similar 
social functions. 


family after someone dies. In modern industrial societies, Emotional comfort. \n addition to its practical functions, 

descent is commonly bilateral, traced through both mother the modern family is often expected to be a source of emo- 

and father. In many traditional, preindustrial societies, de- tional comfort and intense 

scent is unilineal, traced either through the father (patrilin- emotional bonds. Love 

eal descent) or the mother (matrilineal descent). Because the is expected to figure mOTL | Ce dak df 

family serves as the primary agent for inheritance of prop- centrally in marriage, a on social theory 

erty and other wealth, it is central to the reproduction of and family members Functionalist theories 

class in society. When inheritance favors male heirs, these are expected to as- emphasize a variety of tasks that 

practices can also help to perpetuate gender inequality. sist one another out are carried out by families. How 

Care and socialization of dependents. Families of of a sense of mutual sl ili oteld el teas 
pendents. ramilies often nee accomplish these tasks? 

care for a variety of dependents, especially children and responsibility, commit- 

the elderly. In addition to teaching children practical skills, ment, and concern. 


family members also socialize them in particular values 
and beliefs, as we saw in Chapter 6, including gender roles, 
morality, and religion. Caring for elders is 
increasingly important as more people live 
longer and some of them begin to experience 
debilitating physical and mental conditions. 


The family is a social institution that retains its central role 
throughout the life course, from infancy to old age. However, 


Sexual regulation. Cultural norms typically 
indicate which sexual relations are socially 
acceptable. As we saw in Chapter 11, incest 
taboos prohibit sex with certain family mem- 
bers. Some societies have strict prohibitions 
against sex between unmarried couples. Mar- 
riage simultaneously legitimates a sexual part- 


i= 

2 nership while typically defining sex outside the 
a partnership as illegitimate. 

~ 
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ic Adult children often feel a sense of family duty to 
~ care for an elderly parent even though it can be an ex- 
tremely challenging task. What other obligations and 
uw _ responsibilities do family bonds typically produce? 
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in industrialized societies today other social institutions have 
emerged to take on functions previously performed by the 
family. The education system instructs children and socializes 
them to be adults. The health care system cares for the sick and 
elderly. The government provides for our defense; citizenship, 
rather than membership in a clan, tribe, or other kin group, 
entitles us to protection. 


Whatever type of family you belong to, it’s probably very dif 
ferent from that of the Na, an ethnic minority at the foot of 
the Himalayan Mountains in southwestern China (Hua 2001). 
The Na are a matrilineal society, tracing descent from mothers 
to daughters. Until the 1990s, when the Chinese government 
began to pressure the Na to change their way of life, social 
concepts of marriage and fatherhood were irrelevant to them. 
Instead of getting married when they reached adulthood, Na 
men and women continued to live in their mothers’ homes but 
were free to have consenting heterosexual relations with others 
in the village. A women and her family raised any children she 
bore. Because monogamy was not expected of anyone, pater- 
nity was usually uncertain and unimportant. As this example 
suggests, families can vary radically in form and still perform 
essential social functions. 


aN A Na woman in China poses with her grandchildren. The Na’s 
matrilineal society, using a family form quite different from our 
own, successfully meets the basic functions of family as a social 
institution. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


. What effect do you think a family structure like that of the 
» Na might have on gender relations and the relative status of 
~ women in Na society? 


Global Variations in 
Family and Marriage 


Families vary in a variety of ways, including the following: 


= Family networks. Families vary by size and composition. 
A nuclear family (sometimes referred to as a conjugal 
family) consists of a parent or parents and their children. 
An extended family consists of the nuclear family plus other 
relatives such as grandparents. For example, in some cases 
newly married adults move in with one set of parents 
permanently. Such arrangements provide assistance for 
young couples, who are expected to care for their parents 
as they age. 


= Marriage and cohabitation. The nature of the social 
bond between couples in a nuclear family varies. Mar- 
riage is a social relationship that creates family ties, typically 
involves sexual intimacy, and is formalized by legal contract, 
religious ceremony, or both. Cohabitation is a social relation- 
ship that can create family ties and typically involves sexual 
intimacy, in which people live together as unmarried partners. 
In some cultures cohabitation carries a negative stigma, 
whereas other cultures accept cohabitation as either a pre- 
lude to marriage or, increasingly, an alternative to it. 


B Marriage eligibility. Cultures vary according to how 
they limit eligible marriage partners. Sometimes cultures 
enforce endogamy, the restriction of marriage either by law 
or custom to people within the same social category. People 
might be forbidden or discouraged from marrying across 
caste, class, or racial lines, for example. As we saw in Chap- 
ter 5, marriage across caste lines in India was once strictly 
forbidden. In other cases, cultures allow or require exog- 
amy, marriage between people from different social categories. 
Because of the incest taboo, many societies require mar- 
riage outside of one’s immediate family. A culture might at 
the same time require endogamy within certain categories 
but exogamy between others. 


= Marriage arrangements. In some cultures, romantic love 
figures prominently in marriage and people are typically 
responsible for choosing their own mates. But, as we saw 
in the chapter-opening vignette, marriages are arranged in 
some cultures based on economics and status rather than 
romantic love. In such arrangements, parents often play 
a significant and sometimes determining role in choosing 
spouses for their children. In practice, most marriages for 
young people have some degree of parental involvement 
and include practical concerns such as financial stability as 
well as consideration of personal compatibility, if not out- 
right love. 


m Marriage forms. Monogamy is the practice of restricting 
sexual relations to one partner. In most marriages and com- 
mitted long-term relationships, expectations of monogamy 
are strong, and violation of this norm can break up the 
union. However, some cultures permit polygamy, the mar- 
riage of one person to multiple spouses. The most common 
form of polygamy is polygyny, the marriage of one man to 
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multiple wives. Polyandry, the marriage of one woman to 
multiple husbands, is less common. 


i Gender roles. Families also vary in the degree to which 
they are organized along gender lines. In some cultures, the 
roles of women and men overlap. Women often work out- 
side the home and men often play a significant—though 
usually secondary—role in childrearing and housework. 
In other cultures, however, gender distinctions within the 
family are relatively rigid. Stricter gender roles often pre- 
clude women from working outside the home and assign 
them sole responsibility for childcare and maintenance of 
home life. Men take on the dominant role in life outside 
the home and are expected to provide financially for the 
family. In some societies, gender stratification overtly per- 
petuates male domination of women—physically, legally, 
and culturally. 


Global Trends in Family Life 


Despite the diversity of family types around the world, several 
large-scale trends can be identified in many parts of 

the world in recent years, though they are by no 
means universal or uniform in their progress 


(Berardo and Shehan 2004): 


Families are getting smaller. In 
preindustrial societies, large families 
can be beneficial since they provide 
labor to work the land and other- 
wise contribute to the family’s sus- 
tenance. As societies industrialize, 
however, a large family can become 
an economic burden, representing 
more mouths to feed with little eco- 
nomic return. Such economic incentives, 
coupled with greater access to contracep- 
tion, have contributed to smaller families. 


m Extended families are less common. As mote of the 
world industrializes and as some regions become more af- 
fluent, more people can afford smaller households and the 
privacy they offer. As a result, the nuclear family household 
has been replacing extended family households. 


m Open-mate selection is growing. Increasingly, the world’s 
societies are moving away from arranged marriages, and 
some of the ethnic, racial, religious, and other boundaries 
that once limited mate selection are eroding. Instead, indi- 
vidual freedom in choosing a mate is growing. 


m= Women are waiting longer to get married. Often women 
postpone marriage in order to continue their education or 
to work outside the home. This delay contributes to smaller 
family size. 

m People spend fewer years of their lives being married. 
Cohabitation and divorce rates are rising; as a result, people 
today are spending a smaller portion of their lives married 
than in the past. 


m More women are joining the paid labor force. This in- 
creased economic independence for women has likely been 
a factor fueling some of the other changes in marriage and 
family life, including smaller families. 


= Families increasingly include more elderly members. 
Advances in health information and medical treatment 
have prolonged human life, resulting in an increasingly 
large number of elderly people, some of whom require 
special care from family members. 


The Social History 


of Family Life in the 
United States 


Some of the broad global trends in family life are reflected in 
the United States, where families have been evolv- 
ing and becoming more diverse than ever. These 
changes have been the subject of sometimes 
deeply divisive political debates (Benokraitis 
2000). Often framed in terms of “family 
values,” many of these debates have cen- 
tered on the decline of the “traditional” 
two-parent, one-wage earner, nuclear 
family and the perceived negative social 
consequences of this shift. 
i. But family diversity is not new. Dif- 
y ferent forms of family life have long co- 
existed, and the dominant type of family 
in the United States has changed with 
changing circumstances. Social histories of 
the family and marriage (Coontz 2000; Fischer 
and Hout 2006; Weiss 2000), along with the work 
of a variety of feminist scholars (Bielby 1999; Ferree 1990; Fox 
and Murray 2000; Thorne and Yalom 1992), suggest that what 
is decried today as the “decline” of the family may simply be 
the most recent phase in ongoing change. 


The “Traditional” Family 
Reconsidered 


The popular story often told about the traditional family goes 
something like this: In the 1950s, strong nuclear families 
headed by married heterosexual couples anchored U.S. soci- 
ety. The husband assumed the role of breadwinner, the wife 
that of homemaker. Such families represented stability, with 
low divorce rates and healthy, well-mannered children. Com- 
pared to those idyllic days, the story continues, today’s families 
have fallen apart, contributing to numerous social ills. Divorce 
is rampant, unwed mothers are common, fathers are absent. 
Purther, even in two-parent families, the hectic schedules of 


two wage-earners means families rarely spend time together, 
undermining social bonds and proper socialization. A picture 
emerges of families under threat, marriages in crisis, and chil- 
dren left neglected, unsupervised, and out of control (Popenoe 
2009; Wilson 2002). 

As we will see, families in America today are, without ques- 
tion, different from what they were in the 1950s. There is also 
no doubt that recent changes in family life have created new 
challenges for raising healthy children. But sociological re- 
search shows that the often-told story of the traditional family 
is an idealized one that leaves out important aspects of a more 
complicated truth. 


Families in Historical 
Context 


The so-called traditional family prevailed in the United States 
for a relatively brief period. It was a historical anomaly of the 
unique post-World War II period that reflected relative eco- 
nomic affluence combined with limited aspirations for con- 
sumer goods. As a result, many people could live comfortably 
on a single income. These conditions did not exist prior to 
World War II and began to disappear by the 1970s. 

The “traditional” nuclear family would have been almost 
unrecognizable at other times in U.S. history. In colonial 
America, parents routinely sent their children and adolescents 
to live in other households as servants and apprentices or simply 
let them be raised by other relatives. Sexual activity sometimes 
started at a young age—the “age of consent” in most states 
was twelve or younger, as late as 1896 (Coontz 2000). In the 
early 1900s, thousands of children worked in factories, mines, 
and mills, often living away from their parents. In middle-class 
and more affluent families, servants often handled childrearing 
tasks. Practices considered “traditional”—from the daily fam- 
ily sit-down dinner to much of what we take for granted as 
proper childrearing—are in reality mid-twentieth-century cre- 
ations that represent just one of the many ways families have 
been structured at various times (Coontz 1992, 2000; Fischer 
and Hout 2006; Weiss 2000). (The Through a Sociological 
Lens box on page 322 addresses other ways in which our un- 
derstanding of family and life stages has changed.) 


Class, Race, and Family Life 
Even at its height during the 1950s, the family model based on 


two parents with one (male) breadwinner coexisted with other 
family forms. The idealized model was most prevalent among 
middle-class Whites. Better paying unionized jobs enabled some 
in the working class to also adopt this family model, but class 
divisions left many other working-class and poor people without 
access to the good-paying jobs that enabled a single wage-earner 
to support a family. Because they were subjected to the widely 
prevalent discrimination of the day from both employers and 
unions, African Americans and other racial and ethnic minori- 
ties were especially likely to be shut out of lucrative employment. 


FAMILIES, 
THE MEDIA, [AND Bi@arN\Ters 


Idealized images of the white, middle-class family, with 

its prominent patriarch, appeared in numerous television 
programs of the 1950s, including Beulah, whose title character 
was a black servant—one of the first major television roles for 
an African American. Programs today are more diverse in the 
family types they portray. Modern Family, for example, includes 
interethnic and gay families. 


In working-class and poor families of all races, mothers 
were often part of the paid workforce long before the women’s 
movement of the 1960s and 1970s opened up broader employ- 
ment opportunities. In much of the South, especially, many 
black women had to leave their own children at home while 
they worked in white middle-class homes as servants, often 
caring for the children of their employers. In fact, just as today, 
the lifestyles of many middle-class and affluent families in the 
mid-twentieth century were made possible in part by the avail- 
ability of low-wage minority workers to do household chores, 


cook, and care for children (Zinn and Dill 1994). 
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Delaying Adulthood 


i ¢ » ~~) hildren grow up so fast 

g ~ today.” We've all heard 
this popular refrain. But as 
VJ we saw in Chapter 6, the 
social trend has long been to delay 
entry into full adulthood, as with the 
creation of “adolescence.” Today, 
many young people are delaying 
adulthood even further, often living 
with their parents well into their late 
twenties and even thirties, result- 
ing in popular media commentaries 
about “boomerang kids” and this 
generation’s “failure to launch.” So- 
cial scientists, though, see what they 
call “emerging adulthood” as simply 
another example of how life stages 
are based on social definitions that 
vary over time and are influenced by 
broader social developments (Arnett 
2004; Henig 2010). 

The transition to adulthood does 
not follow consistent age-specific 
rules. In the United States, you can 
join the military at eighteen but can’t 
drink alcohol legally until you are 
twenty-one. You can drive at sixteen, 
but if you are a full-time student 
living at home, the Internal Revenue 
Service considers you a legal depen- 
dent until you are twenty-four years 
old. Emerging adulthood can be a period of creative exploration 
when young adults fully develop their identity, but it can also be 
a time of anxious instability and transitional preparation for an 
uncertain future. 

Adulthood in the latter half of the twentieth century was 
often marked by the milestones of completing school, leaving 
home, becoming financially independent, marrying, and having 
a child. These milestones now occur later in life for many people. 
Many people are postponing marriage and parenthood, and pur- 
suing more education than in the past, delaying the completion 
of their schooling. A weak economy and high levels of student 


debt have created hurdles to finan- 
cial security for many young adults. 
As aresult, more young people are 
still living at home with a parent or 
parents today than was the case a 
half-century ago, changing family 
structures. Between 1960 and 2010, 
the proportion of 18-24 year olds 
who lived at home (including stu- 
dents attending college) increased 
by 22 percent (from 43.6 percent to 
53.3 percent), whereas the propor- 
tion of 25-34 year olds who lived at 
home increased by 47 percent (from 
9.1 percent to 13.4 percent) (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2011b). 

One analysis that focused on 
22-34 year olds found that, com- 
pared to those who had left home, 
those who still lived with their par- 
ents were more likely to be younger, 
enrolled in school, never married, 
and unemployed or disabled. African 
Americans, Asian Americans, and 
Hispanics were more likely than 
white non-Hispanics to live at home. 
Young adults with at least a bach- 
elor’s degree were half as likely to 
live with their parents as those with 
just a high school diploma. In turn, 
parents housing adult children were 
more likely than others to have higher incomes, live in a single 
family home, and own their home (Kreider 2007). 

During the twentieth century, the idea of adolescence as a 
distinct life phase was created and eventually widely accepted. 
It remains to be seen if the same will happen to emerging adult- 
hood in the twenty-first century. 


think about it 


1. When do you think adulthood begins? Why? 
2. Has your life followed the trend of “emerging adulthood”? 


c 

& 

— 

2 As we saw in Chapter 9, childrearing practices tend to vary educated individuals are more likely to be married than are 
2 by social class, and families of more modest income are more other Americans (Martin: 2004). 
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= lies. But class also affects families today in other ways. For 
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= financial troubles, which are a leading cause of divorce. 

+ @ People with four-year college degrees get married later than Fewer than one-third of marriages of college-educated 
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whereas over half of marriages of people without a high 
school diploma do—a rate that has been increasing (Raley 
and Bumpass 2003). 


= Women without a college education are more likely to have 
children outside of marriage. Again, economics is key here; 
many of these women want to be married but cannot find a 


suitable, financially stable partner (Edin and Kefalas 2005). 


Gender, Power, 
and the Family 


The idealized traditional family of the mid-twentieth century 
was highly stratified by gender, reflecting a deep imbalance 
of power. Fathers supported the family financially but were 
largely absent from the lives of their children and often spent 
leisure time away from the family. Childrearing was left almost 
entirely to the mother. 

The barriers produced by this imbalance of power left many 
women deeply frustrated, but divorce was not an easy option 
due to its deep social stigma, strict divorce laws, and the lack 
of economic opportunities for women. Low divorce rates could 
mask profoundly unhappy relationships and dysfunctional 
family life. During this period, deep social ills, including child 
and spousal abuse, went largely unacknowledged and unad- 
dressed publicly. Finally, families of the idealized traditional 
type were based strictly on heterosexual couples; gay and les- 
bian families would have been impossible to maintain publicly 
in the homophobic environment of the time. 

Even today, when gender relations are far more equitable, 
family life continues to be shaped by the same inequalities that 
influence the broader society. Many contemporary wedding 
ceremonies still carry the symbolic vestiges of patriarchy, with 
the father “giving away” his daughter to a new male who, in 
turn, bestows his name upon his bride. Growing up in a fam- 
ily, we learn, and often internalize, the gendered social expec- 
tations of a previous generation, as well as today’s more subtle 
but enduring gender stratification (Macoby 2007; McHale and 
Crouter 2003). For example, one survey found that two-thirds 
(67 percent) of people in the United States think it is important 
for a man to be able to support his family financially; but only 
one-third (33 percent) think the same about a woman (Pew 
Research Center 2010a). As we saw in Chapter 11, however, 
gendered social relations are complex interactions that people 
actively create in everyday life. Just as families can serve to per- 
petuate gender inequalities, they can also help to create new 
expectations about gender equality. 


CurrentTrendsin 


U.S. Family Life 


Although the families of the mid-twentieth century were never 
as homogenous as is sometimes believed, today’s families are 
more diverse than ever (Demo, Allen, and Fine 2000). Some 


changes may be cause for concern; others merely represent new 
ways of meeting social needs. (See the Sociology Works box on 


page 324.) 


Marriage and Cohabitation 


People in the United States today are less likely to marry than 
at any time in the nation’s history. In 1960, about 88 percent of 
people aged 35—44 were married; by 2006 that proportion fell 
to about 69 percent (Popenoe 2007). Even if couples do marry, 
they are waiting longer to do so. As Figure 12.1 shows, in the 
1950s the median age at marriage in the United States reached 
a modern-day historic low (another way in which this period 
was an anomaly), at about age twenty for women and twenty- 
three for men. In the 1960s, age at first marriage began to rise, 
and by 2010 it had reached historic highs of 26.1 for women 
and 28.2 for men. 

Marriage patterns are changing, as well. In contrast to ear- 
lier years, marriage is now significantly more common among 
college-educated people than among others. Since people tend 
to marry a partner from roughly the same class background, 
college graduates are likely to marry other college graduates, 
often resulting in relatively affluent two-income households. 
Meanwhile, poor and working-class individuals likewise look 
for financial stability in a partner but are less likely to find it 
in people from their own class, contributing to lower mar- 
riage rates among these economic strata (Pew Research Cen- 
ter 2010a; Smock, Manning, and Porter 2005). When affluent 
people marry each other, and poorer people stay single, eco- 
nomic inequality between households increases. 

Cohabitation patterns have also changed. ‘The legal protec- 
tions provided by marriage were always less relevant for poor 
and working-class people with few economic assets, so they 
were more likely to cohabit. Because of the social stigma at- 
tached to cohabitation, relatively few affluent heterosexual 
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a SOCIOLOGY works 


April Bombai Pongtratic and Family Assistance 


any families face economic challenges in meeting basic 
needs and preparing for the future. Sociology major April 
Bombai Pongtratic helps make a difference in the lives 
of some low-income families in her work as an execu- 
tive assistant at the Long Beach Community Action Partnership 
(CAP) in Long Beach, California. The agency is part of a national 
network of approximately 1,100 Community Action Partnerships 
whose mission is to empower low-income individuals and fami- 
lies with educational, social, or economic barriers and foster their 
personal development and self-sufficiency through education, 
training, and cultural awareness. For those that qualify, the Long 
Beach CAP offers a variety of free services, including youth pro- 
grams, job training classes, energy assistance pro- 
grams, and job development opportunities. 
Pongtratic’s role at the agency includes 
administrative duties, serving as a liaison 
between the agency and the commu- 
nity, and maintaining the agency’s social 
networking platforms. Such work relates 
directly to her early interests. She notes, 
“| was always interested in how society 
works and how things like race, religion, 
economic status, and geographic loca- 
tion are factors in its operation. | felt that 
it was important to understand why there 
were certain inequalities and how some issues can be remedied. | 
did not have a specific career track in mind but | wanted to be an 
advocate for those who may not have an outlet to speak up for 
themselves.” 
Pongtratic cites hands-on experience as her best asset, but 
she’s also benefited from her sociology training. “My studies 
in sociology have assisted me in my current job when writ- 
ing grants or when dealing with clients and understanding the 


“If you feel 
passionate about what is 
going on in your community, 
stay with sociology. If you 
want a major that will keep 
your mind engaged, major 
in sociology.” 


socio-economic background 
they come from and the bar- 
riers they face,” she says. And 
“knowing how to read statistics 
and apply them to reports has 
also been helpful.” 

She advises students, “If 
you feel passionate about what 
is going on in your community, 
stay with sociology. If you want 
a major that will keep your 
mind engaged, major in sociol- 

ogy because it 
allows you 
to explore 

a wide 

range of 

topics 
including 
health care, the justice system, economic 
issues, and race.” 

Pongtratic’s work experience and prepa- 
ration in sociology have put her on the 
front lines of efforts to help today’s diverse 
families. 


think about it 


1. Did your family ever benefit from social services of the sort 
provided by the Long Beach CAP? 


April Bombai Pongtratic 


2. Have you ever considered employment that assists struggling 
families in some way? 


couples lived together before marriage. However, cohabita- 
tion increased substantially across class lines beginning in 
the 1960s, a period of cultural change during which people 
began to question the value and necessity of marriage. Also, 
the introduction of the birth control pill reduced the threat 
that sexual relationships would result in unwanted pregnancy 
(Brown 2005). 

In recent years, just over half of young adults live with their 
partner before they get married. An increasing number are 
choosing cohabitation as an alternative to marriage entirely, 
but about half of those who cohabit have been married in the 
past (Bumpass and Lu 2000). In 2010, more than 7.5 million 
unmarried heterosexual couples lived together in the United 
States. A little under 40 percent of these couples have children 
(only a slightly lower rate than married couples) (U.S. Census 


Bureau 2010a). Cohabitation, though, is still more common in 
many other countries than it is in the United States. 


Divorce and Blended 
Families 


People in the United States marry at a higher rate than in other 
industrialized countries—but they get divorced at higher rates, 
as well. Once a taboo, divorce has become common and ac- 
cepted in mainstream society. There is even a Divorce Magazine 
that touts itself as providing help for “Generation Ex.” 

A variety of legal and cultural changes have contributed to 
the increase in divorce rates. Legal restrictions severely limited 
divorces for much of U.S. history. To qualify, an individual 
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The number of divorces per thousand married women in a single 
year provides one measure of the annual divorce rate in the United 
States, which peaked in 1980. Source: Popenoe (2007). 


typically had to prove wrong-doing such as 
infidelity or cruelty by his or her partner. 
That requirement changed in the 1970s, 
with the introduction of “no-fault” di- 
vorces in which family courts could grant 
a divorce based solely on the request of one 
of the partners. Earlier generations often 
regarded marriage as a practical necessity 
and an irrevocable commitment. People 
who marry today are more likely to see 
it as a means to achieve personal happi- 
ness and self-fulfillment. If it fails to meet 
these expectations, couples are more will- 
ing to dissolve the partnership and, often, 
try again with a new partner. Ironically, 
as love increasingly has become the basis 
for marriage, it has raised the expectations 
for personal satisfaction and made the institution of marriage 
more fragile (Coontz 2006). 

Nearly 50 percent of all first marriages eventually end in di- 
vorce. The annual rate of divorce more than doubled between 
the mid-1960s and early 1980s (Figure 12.2). Since then it has 
declined significantly but has remained at higher levels than 
in the past. The more formal education that people have at- 
tained, the more likely they are to get married and stay that 
way. Among those who were married in the 1990s, 46 per- 
cent of women who failed to complete high school were di- 
vorced within a decade, as compared to 16.5 percent of college- 
educated women (Martin 2006). 

Divorce can end an unhappy and damaging marriage and 
free children from feuding parents and a tension-filled home. 
However, it is stressful for everyone involved. As Cherlin 
(2008, 401) summarizes, research shows the following: 


m Almost all children experience an initial period of intense 
emotional upset after their parents separate. 


= Most resume normal development without serious prob- 
lems within about two years after the separation. 


m A minority of children experience some long-term prob- 
lems that may persist into adulthood. 


After a divorce, the parent who has custody of the children— 
usually the mother—typically sees a decline in income, leading 
to stressful changes such as relocation to less expensive housing 
and a change of schools. The stress of divorce can make par- 
ents less available to supervise their children or to provide them 
with emotional support. 

Long-term issues affecting children can include higher risks 
of dropping out of school or having a child as a teenager and 
greater likelihood of being divorced as an adult (Cherlin 2008; 
Wolfinger 2003). However, some of these effects may be due 
to the lingering negative impact of their parents’ bad marriage, 
rather than the divorce. One long-term study that separated 
the effect of the two found that children whose parents were in 
marriages with high levels of conflict did better if their parents 
divorced than if they stayed together, whereas children of par- 
ents with low-conflict marriages did worse after divorce than 
those whose parents stayed together (Amato 
and Booth 2000). 

Increased divorce and subsequent remar- 
riage have led to the creation of more “blended” 
stepfamilies that include two adults and at least 
one child from a previous marriage or relation- 
ship. Such arrangements create new questions 
for children: Where will I live? Will I have to 
change school? Do I have to call my stepdad 
“Dad”? Parents, too, often face challenging 
and emotional issues in negotiating the new 
social relationships that emerge from blended 
families. But such arrangements can also cre- 
ate unique benefits. One parent reflects, “Be- 
coming part of a blended family has certainly 
helped my own kids become more tolerant of 
the idiosyncrasies of others... . They’ve learned 
to compromise with their stepsiblings and to 
understand that there’s more than one way of doing things” 
(quoted in Shimberg 1999, 207). 


Gay and Lesbian Families 


As discussed in Chapter 11, gay and lesbian relationships are 
increasingly being formally recognized. Countries where same- 
sex marriage is legal today include Canada, the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Spain, South Africa, Norway, Sweden, Portugal, Ice- 
land, and Argentina (Fastenberg 2010). But, as of 2012, only 
nineteen U.S. states legally acknowledged same-sex relation- 
ships in some form (Human Rights Campaign 2011b): 


m Six states (Connecticut, lowa, Massachusetts, New Hamp- 
shire, New York, and Vermont) and the District of Colum- 
bia issue marriage licenses for same-sex couples. 


mw Nine states (California, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois, Ne- 
vada, New Jersey, Oregon, Rhode Island, and Washington) 
offer civil unions or domestic partnerships that are the legal 
equivalent of marriage within the state. 
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Married or unmarried, with or 
without children, straight or gay, 

with one or two parents, nuclear or 
extended, blended, interracial; all of 
these and more are now part of the kar 
diverse fabric of American families. 


Four states (Colorado, Maine, Maryland, and Wisconsin) 
recognize various forms of domestic partnerships that 
extend partial legal rights within the state to unmarried 
couples, including same-sex couples. 


None of these state-level rights is recognized in federal law. 
Unmarried cohabitation remains the only option available to 
most lesbians and gay men. 

Because data on same-sex cohabitating couples is limited, 
we still know relatively little about this segment of family life. 
Even basic estimates about the number of same-sex couples 
vary because of the different ways such numbers are calcu- 
lated (Black et al. 2000; O’Connell et al. 2010; Patterson 
2000). One U.S. Census Bureau estimate calculated just over 
560,000 same-sex-partner households in 2008 (O’Connell et 
al.), but this figure is likely a significant undercount because 
many same-sex couples are still reluctant to acknowledge their 


partnerships in the face of continuing prejudice. In the com- 
ing years, same-sex couples and families are likely to be treated 
increasingly as equals to married heterosexuals, leading to in- 
creased numbers in the official statistics. 


Falling Fertility Rates 


The USS. fertility rate—the average number of births per female— 
has fluctuated throughout the country’s history. At the begin- 
ning of the twentieth century, it was high, with women averag- 
ing between four and five children (though many of the chil- 
dren died at birth or soon thereafter). The fertility rate hit a low 
of just over 2 births per woman during the Great Depression 
of the 1930s (likely due to women deciding to defer childbear- 
ing and to the effects of poverty on women’s health), before 
rising during the “baby boom” of the 1950s to more than 3.5 
births per woman. By the mid-1970s the average fertility rate 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2011b). 


declined by nearly half to 1.8 births per woman. ‘The rate has 
since risen slightly and leveled off at around 2.1, just about 
the rate needed to replace the current population (Fischer and 
Hout 2006; U.S. Census Bureau 2005b). 

‘The fertility rate among married women has fallen faster 
than it has for unmarried women. As a result, a higher propor- 
tion of children are born to unmarried parents. In 1950, only 
one out of every twenty-five births (4 percent) was to an un- 
married woman. By 2006, that figure had risen to nearly two 
out every five (38 percent). About 40 percent of these births are 
to cohabitating couples, and only about 15 percent of cohab- 
iting couples marry within a year of having a child (Cherlin 
2005; Popenoe 2007). 


Single Parents 


About two-thirds of children today are raised in two-parent 
households (U.S. Census Bureau 2010a). This figure increased 
briefly in the middle of the twentieth century but is roughly 
the same today as a century ago. What differs now is that 
when children are not living in such households, they are be- 
ing raised by single parents rather than by an extended family 
(Fischer and Hout 2006). As Figure 12.3 shows, the percent- 
age of single-parent families with children under age eighteen 
has quadrupled from about 7 percent in 1950 to about 30 per- 
cent in 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau 2011b). 

Single-parent families are overwhelmingly headed by 
women. Asian Americans are least likely to raise children in 
a one-parent household, and African Americans most likely 
to do so (Figure 12.4). About a third of first births for white 
women occur outside of marriage, as opposed to three-quarters 
of first births for black women. 

The rise of single-parent families is a cause for concern. 
Considerable evidence indicates that, all other things being 
equal, children fare better in households with two parents than 
they do in single-parent families (McLanahan and Sandefur 
2006). It does not appear to matter whether those parents are 
married or cohabitating (Heiland and Lui 2006) or are a same- 
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The family structure within which children are raised varies consider- 
ably by race and ethnicity. Children with “neither parent” often live 
with other relatives. Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2010b). 


sex couple (Wainright, Russell and Patterson 2004). Com- 
pared to their peers growing up in two-parent households, 
children from a single-parent household are twice as likely to 
drop out of high school, are more likely to become single par- 
ents themselves, and are one and a half times more likely to 
have unsteady employment as young adults (McLanahan and 
Sandefur 2006). 

A major reason for this difference is that single-parent 
households are much more likely to be poor. In some cases, 
women are poor before they have children. In others, divorce 
leads to a drop in income. Either way, single-parent families 
generally do not have access to as many economic resources as 
do two-parent families. In addition, a single parent typically 
cannot provide the same level of supervision and social support 
that two parents can. Finally, divorce and limited financial re- 
sources tend to create unstable living situations for children. 
Divorce and poverty make it more likely that a child’s fam- 
ily will move into a lower-income neighborhood with fewer 
resources, causing a loss of friends and connections to other 
sources of social support. 

Women head more than three-quarters of single-parent 
households. Consequently, U.S. policymakers often try to ad- 
dress the challenges faced by single-parent families by focusing 
on finding more ways to promote marriage and better enforce 
the financial responsibilities of absent fathers (Popenoe 2009). 
Others, though, stress that solutions require a broad range of ap- 
proaches that assist children in low-income families of all types. 
For example, universal health care could help stave off many of 
the financial crises that contribute to divorce and poverty in the 
first place. Financial support, school-based social programs, and 
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Family-Friendly Policies 


ow can we help families succeed? Sociologists have long 
documented the problems that face the changing family 
(including growing childhood poverty and increased paren- 
~ tal work hours) and have identified the factors associated 
with family health and well-being (such as adequate income and 
educational attainment) (Carlson and England 2011). But what 
interventions can help promote family well-being? In examining 
this question, sociological research is informing ongoing policy 
debates around the globe. 

The United States and the nations of Western Europe have ap- 
proached family issues in starkly different ways (Vogel and Theo- 
rell 2005). The United States relies heavily on promoting mar- 
riage (and thus two incomes) to combat child poverty, whereas 
European nations limit income inequality (through progressive 
taxes) and provide more income support to single parents. The 
result is that the children of single mothers in the United States 
are more than twice as likely to be poor (55.4 percent) than their 
counterparts in France (27.3 percent), and four to six times as 
likely to be poor than single mothers in Sweden (13.5 percent), 
Belgium (9.3 percent), and Finland (9 percent) (Heuveline and 
Weinshenker 2008). 

Similarly, although many people struggle to balance the need 
to work in order to provide for their families with the responsi- 
bility to care for dependents, the United States generally does 
not offer government-supported childcare. In contrast, many 
European countries do. For example, France offers free, full-day 
childcare for children up to two years old, and provides preschool 
programs for children over age two on a sliding-scale fee. Other 
nations, too, provide free or low-cost daycare to support working 
parents (Christopher 2002). 

The United States likewise differs from European and other 
industrialized nations on policies for paid parental leave, another 
major support for working parents. In the United States, compa- 
nies with fifty or more employees must allow up to twenty-four 


affordable housing could help low-income parents—single or 
married—carry the cost of childrearing while helping families 
of all sorts raise healthy, capable children. But the United States 
has lagged behind Europe in creating family-friendly programs 
like these. (See the Sociology Matters box.) 


Gender Convergence 


As noted in Chapter 11, men and women play increasingly 
overlapping roles. Women now control if and when they have 
children to a greater degree than ever before, they have boosted 
their numbers in the paid workforce, and they have changed 
political and cultural norms regarding gender. As a result, 
more women have choices in their lives. In turn, men also have 
more options and are taking on more of the responsibilities at 


weeks of leave to new parents (twelve weeks for each parent) 
who have been employed at least a year, but none of this is paid 
leave, making it difficult for many parents to use the benefit. In 
contrast, most other industrialized nations provide parents with 
at least eighteen weeks of paid leave, with the option of more 
unpaid leave. Sweden and Germany offer forty-seven weeks of 
paid leave. In Norway, a mother must take six weeks of paid leave 
and fathers must take at least four weeks of paid paternity leave. 
In addition, either the mother or father is entitled to a full year of 
leave at 80 percent pay or ten months at full pay (Ray, Gornick, 
and Schmidt 2009). 

Sociologists have been involved in evaluating these and 
other family-friendly polices with an eye toward improving them 
(Esping-Andersen 2007). In Europe, sociologically informed stud- 
ies comparing families in different nations in terms of the finan- 
cial, work, and home pressures they face have helped promote 
family-friendly policies (Relationships Foundation 201). In the 
United States, sociologists cofounded the Council on Contem- 
porary Families, a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization dedicated 
to publicizing family research findings, including those on family- 
friendly policies (Henneck 2003). Sociological research also 
informs the work of advocacy groups, such as Momsrising.org, 
which works to promote family-friendly policies in the United 
States. And social research even examines how researchers can 
be more effective in communicating their findings to policymak- 
ers (Friese and Bogenschneider 2009). One conclusion? Don’t 
just publish information; build relationships with policymakers. 


think about it 


1. How do you think European countries can offer such generous 
family programs? 

2. Argue for or against implementing similar policies in the United 
States. 
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home. Over the past forty years, men have tripled the amount 
of time they spend with their children, although it is still about 
half the time women spend. But when paid labor and unpaid 
work are mixed together, the share of the burden that women 
and men carry is virtually the same in middle-class families 
(Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie 2007). 

Some of these changes have produced concerns that so- 
ciological research shows to be overstated. For example, two- 
wage-earner families are often portrayed as stressful, leaving 
parents without time to spend nurturing children. But research 
using time diary data over four decades shows that mothers in 
two-earner families are spending more time with their children 
than their mothers did in the 1960s (Bianchi, Robinson, and 
Miklie 2007). They achieve this by cutting back on time spent 
on housework, as well as by juggling tasks effectively. Coupled 
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The percentage of two-parent households has declined as the percentage of other types of living arrange- 


ments has increased. Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2010). 


with the increased time men spend with children, the concern 
that parents in two-earner families are not spending enough 
time with their children seems to be largely the result of rising 
expectations for the family. 


Interracial and Interethnic 
Families 


About 8 percent of all marriages in the United States are inter- 
racial or interethnic. But in 2008, 14.6 percent of new mar- 
riages were interracial or interethnic, documenting a trend that 
is literally changing the complexion of U.S. families. One- 
third (33 percent) of these new interracial or interethnic mar- 
tiages were made up of couples in which both partners were 
from different racial or ethnic minorities, 41 percent involved 
white-Hispanic couples, 15 percent involved white-Asian 
couples, and 11 percent involved white-black couples. Inter- 
marriage rates vary by group: about 31 percent of Asians, 26 
percent of Hispanics, 16 percent of Blacks, and 9 percent of 
Whites married someone whose race or ethnicity was different 
from their own. Younger Americans are more likely to marry 
across racial and ethnic lines than older Americans; 13 percent 
of those aged twenty-five or younger have done so, whereas just 
3 percent of those aged 75 or older have (Pew Research Center 
2010a). Further, the number of people who identify as mul- 
tiracial has increased. Just over 9 million Americans—about 
3 percent of the population—reported more than one race in 
the 2010 census (U.S. Census Bureau 2011e). This figure is ex- 


pected to continue rising in coming years. 


Living Arrangements 


Nearly one out of three Americans now lives in a nonfamily 
household, a marked increase in recent decades. The percent- 
age of those who live alone has risen from 17.1 percent in 1970 
to 26.7 percent in 2010, while the percent that live with unre- 


lated people outside of a committed relationship has increased 
from 1.7 percent to 6.2 percent (Figure 12.5). This trend, along 
with a drop in the fertility rate and a decrease in the number 
of extended families, has contributed to a drop in the size of 
the U.S. median household from about five people in 1900 to 
about three people today (Fischer and Hout 2006). 


Religion 


Like the family, religion is an enduring social institution that 
varies across cultures and is undergoing significant change. 
Many people are socialized into a religion at an early age in the 
context of the family. In this section we highlight how sociolo- 
gists have approached religion as a topic of sociological study, 
examine how it varies across cultures, and consider how it is 
changing in contemporary society. 


The Sociology of Religion 


As a social science, sociology is committed to understanding the 
social world—including religion—based on empirical evidence. 
But people experience religion typically through faith—belief 
grounded in personal conviction or divine revelation rather than 
scientific evidence. How can social science study a faith-based 
phenomenon? That is, how can there be a sociology of religion? 
Sociologists don’t try to assess the conflicting truth claims of the 
world’s many religions; they study religion instead to understand 
the role it plays in social life. As we saw in Chapter 7, the Zhomas 
theorem notes that if people define situations as real, they are real 
in their consequences. For sociologists, the impact of religion in 
social life comes from some people believing in the truth of their 
faiths and adjusting their behavior accordingly. 
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Religion has figured prominently throughout human his- 
tory and consequently attracted the attention of some of the 
earliest sociologists. Here we take a look Emile Durkheim’s, 
Karl Marx’s, and Max Weber’s still influential analyses of reli- 
gion, and then turn to Peter Berger’s more recent contribution. 


Durkheim on Religion: 
The Sacred and the Profane 


In his last major work, The Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life, Emile Durkheim (1915/2001) focused on the most ru- 
dimentary forms of religion and their social functions. The 
descendent of a long line of rabbis in predominantly Chris- 
tian France, who himself became agnostic, Durkheim was 
familiar with a variety of religious traditions. He used the 
religion of Australian aborigines as a key case study because 
he believed it embodied the simplified essential elements of 
religion. 

Durkheim concluded that all religions share three basic 
elements: 


m A set of core beliefs 
@ A set of ritual practices 


= A community of adherents 


In Durkheim’s view, the most important belief of any reli- 
gion is that the world can be divided into the “sacred” and the 
“profane.” The sacred is something extraordinary, to be treated 
respectfully, with reverence and awe. Almost anything can be sa- 
cred, including objects, actions, and words. Sacred texts, idols, 
gods, symbols, gestures, and even animals populate various 
religions. In various versions of Christianity, for example, the 
Bible, holy water, consecrated bread and wine, and the crucifix 
can all be considered sacred. What makes the sacred special is 


that it is set apart from the profane, or the ordinary world of 
everyday life. For Durkheim, these core beliefs about the sacred 
and profane form a consistent, unified worldview. 

Rituals are symbolic actions, typically performed at specified 
times, that help evoke an emotional bond among participants. The 
sacred is embodied in ritual 
practices such as attend- 
ing worship services, tak- 
ing communion, offering 
sacrifices, reciting prayers 
or incantations, singing, 
dancing, and giving bless- 
ings. These actions help to 
create a sense of a shared 
community that has com- 
mon norms and_ values. 
Rituals are typically an end 
in themselves. For example, whether or not a believer’s prayers 
are “answered” is less significant than the fact that praying can 
bring comfort and strength to the faithful, as well as a sense of 
social solidarity to a group that shares this practice. 

Beliefs and practices are developed and passed on through 
communities of adherents—those who share a faith and join 
in its rituals. A community of adherents becomes a church 
when it has developed into a more formal religious organiza- 
tion with broad mainstream acceptance. Churches often have 
well-organized subgroups with varying interpretations of their 
faith, known as denominations, such as Baptists and Method- 
ists among Christians or Sunni and Shiite among Muslims. A 
sect is a small dissenting faction of a church that promotes new 
beliefs or practices. Newer religious communities typically must 
struggle to gain acceptance as a legitimate church from main- 
stream society. Those with power in society—including estab- 
lished churches—sometimes label small religious communities 
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sidered to be sacred, and each helps to affirm a shared moral community of believers. Have you ever taken part ina religious 


ritual? How would you analyze it using Durkheim's concepts? 
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whose beliefs and practices are at odds with the dominant culture 
as cults, often to discredit them. 


THE SOCIAL FUNCTIONS OF RELIGION 


Durkheim’s classic analysis is the basis for a sociological defini- 
tion of religion: a unified system of beliefs and ritual practices 
relating to the sacred that bond 


people into a moral com- 
Care| GoH eT 


munity. Significantly, this 
onsocial theory definition does not include 


a reference to theism—a 
belief in the existence of a 
god or gods. Religion needs 
to include an idea of the 
sacred but not necessarily 
a divinity. Buddhism, for 
example, teaches followers 
to seek enlightenment through 
right conduct but does not necessarily include belief in any 
supernatural forces. Similarly, some new religious movements 
focus on the common bonds that link humanity rather than 
the divine or supernatural. 
Regardless of its particular teachings, religion serves a vari- 
ety of functions: 


Functionalist approaches to 
religion focus on its positive 

contributions to social life. Does 
religion serve some of the purposes 
in your life that functionalist theory 
suggests? Why or why not? 


= Religion promotes social solidarity. When people of sim- 
ilar beliefs participate in religious activities, they develop 
social bonds (or “fellowship”). Because of these shared 
beliefs and practices, followers often consider themselves to 
be part of a special group (for example, “saved,” “the cho- 
sen people,” or “enlightened”) that differentiates them from 
outsiders and promotes internal solidarity. 


u Religion operates as a form of social control. By promot- 
ing values and norms, religious organizations can play an 
important role in socialization. Believers in a particular 
religion are typically expected to adhere to a code of ethics 
and to avoid behaviors labeled as immoral, sinful, evil, and 
worthy of punishment. These regulations are taught and 
promoted through religious activities as well as in sacred 
texts. The social control produced by religion is especially 
powerful because adherents often believe the religion’s 
mandates emanate from the sacred. The Bible’s command- 
ments—and most other religions’ teachings—would carry 
less moral authority if they were understood as having been 
drafted by a committee of humans, rather than as being 
part of the “word of God.” 


= Religion can provide believers with deep social- 
psychological benefits. For example, it can relieve people’s 
fears and anxieties about difficult topics, such as death, hu- 
man suffering, and powerlessness, and can serve as a source 
of strength for those struggling through life’s difficulties. 
The belief in divine intervention can be a source of hope 
and comfort, especially in times of crisis. Religion can 
provide answers to challenging questions such as the origin 
of life or the purpose of human existence. The moral code 
of a religion also provides a guide for living, reducing the 
burden of making individual judgments and decisions. 


m Religion can motivate social action. The morals and 
values taught through religion can move people to take 
action in society. Sometimes that action focuses on 
proselytizing—spreading an adherent’s religious beliefs— 
through everything from door-to-door testimonials and 
religious broadcasting to international missionary work 
and military conquest. Action can also involve everything 
from charity work and service to the poor to terrorist ac- 
tions and the oppression of nonbelievers. Drawing on their 
moral beliefs, religious adherents also engage in action for 
what they see as social justice, such as antiwar protests or 
antiabortion organizing. 


Religion can be dysfunctional. For example, the social soli- 
darity promoted by religion can lead to intolerance toward 
those of differing beliefs and can fuel conflict between dif- 
ferent faiths. Similarly, the norms and values promoted by 
religion may create a rigid orthodoxy that prevents needed 
changes in new circumstances. The Catholic Church some- 
times resisted the insights of emerging science that contra- 
dicted religious doctrine, such as when it convicted Galileo 
of heresy for arguing that the earth revolved around the sun 
(Lindberg and Numbers 2008). More recently, it was slow 
to acknowledge and address the long-term problem of some 
priests’ sexual abuse of minors (Doyle, Sipe, and Wall 2006). 
In addition, the emotional consolation and support that reli- 
gion provides can sometimes discourage action for necessary 
social change—an idea that Karl Marx (1844/1978) empha- 


sized, as we see later. 


SOCIETY AND RELIGION For Durkheim, humans 
create gods and religions to embody the shared values of a so- 
ciety, which he termed the collective conscience (see Chapter 1). 
Because these values vary across cultures and change over time, 
notions of gods and religion also vary. Nevertheless, many re- 
ligions share certain norms and a comparable core message. 
For example, some variation of the ethic of reciprocity—the 
“golden rule” that encourages people to treat others as they would 
like to be treated—is a part of all major religions including 
Christianity (“love your neighbor as yourself”), Islam (“Hurt 
no one so that no one may hurt you”), and Hinduism (the con- 
cept of karma—the idea that a person’s actions toward others 
determine his or her fate in the next incarnation). 

The sacred represents the shared values of a society. As 
Durkheim (1915/2001) put it, “the idea of society is the soul of 
religion” (p. 314). That is, the sacred—in whatever forms it was 
or is imagined—is a symbol for society. Thus it is common for 
religions to teach some variation of the following: 


m God is far more powerful than any individual. 


@ God exists everywhere; God is both within all of us and 
outside of us. 


m@ God makes us what we are (I am the product of God; 
without God, I am nothing). 


m In return for God’s gifts, we are obligated to adhere to 
God’s rules. 


m™ God has laid out the way we should live. 
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m If we violate the wishes of God, we risk being punished or 
cast out. 


= Those who do not adhere to ways of God cannot be trusted. 


If we replace the word God in these statements with society, 
each one still makes sense. As we have seen throughout this 
text, society is indeed something bigger and more power- 
ful than any individual; we are dependent on the creations of 
society—its social structures—for our existence and for our 
identity; and society’s continued functioning requires that we 
be willing to adhere to basic social norms and punish those 
who violate them. In a sense, for Durkheim, religion is society 
worshipping itself. 

Of course, adherents of any particular religion do not un- 
derstand their beliefs in this way. Instead, they often ascribe 
mystical, magical, supernatural, or spiritual powers to their 
faith. Sociologically speaking, though, the result is the same: 
a moral community. 


Marx on Religion: 
The Opium of the People 


Karl Marx warned against the dark side of religion. He never 
focused significantly on religion in his work but famously 
described it as “the opium of the people.” A phrase typically 
quoted in isolation, it is best understood if read with more 
context: 


Man makes religion, religion does not make man... . Religion 
is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heart- 
less world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of 
the people. The abolition of religion as the i//usory happiness of 
men is a demand for their real happiness. The call to abandon 
their illusions about their condition is a call to abandon a condi- 


tion which requires illusions. (Marx 1844/1978, 53-54) 


In its broader context, the famous phrase takes on new nu- 
ances. Like Durkheim would over seventy years later, Marx 
saw gods and religion as human creations. By contrast, how- 
ever, Marx focused on two dimensions of religion that differed 
from Durkheim’s later emphases: 


= Religion offers false comfort to believers. Marx argued 
that religion’s power over people derived from the tempo- 
rary solace it provided from the real and relentless oppres- 
sion and emptiness of daily life. For Marx this was a trag- 
edy, because although religions might encourage charity 
toward the poor, they accepted poverty as inevitable. Many 
believers interpreted quotes, such as Jesus’s saying, “Blessed 
are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” 
(Luke 6:20-21), as meaning that followers should take 
comfort in a blissful afterlife rather than seek justice here 
on earth. Like a narcotic, claimed Marx, religion provides 
temporary relief from a painful, heartless life of oppression 
but does nothing to address the conditions that produce 
such pain in the first place. 


= People in power manipulate religion. Carrying Marx's 
opium analogy further, we might say that members of the 
ruling class—the very people who benefit from economic 
oppression—play the role of drug dealers by encouraging 
this addiction. In Marx’s 
view, religion serves the 
interests of the ruling 
class by keeping the 
oppressed compliant 
and docile. Rather 
than working here 
and now for real social 
change, religion en- 
courages them instead 
to anticipate an imagi- 
nary world where they 
will find relief in the future. 
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Marxist conflict theory argues 
that those in power use religion 
to promote “false consciousness” 
among ordinary people. Can you 
think of examples in which people 
who are following their religious 
beliefs might be working against 
their material self-interests? 


For Marx then, religion is merely a reflection of the under- 
lying economic structure. He saw religion as a problem only 
insofar as it is a form of “false consciousness” that prevents 
people from seeing the true source of their unhappiness. 

Revolutionary movements inspired by Marx often invoked 
these ideas to advocate atheism. However, others, including 
Marx’s collaborator Friedrich Engels, recognized that religious 
belief could support radical political action (Marx and Engels 
2008). In the United States, for example, religious activists 
have long used their faith to advocate for the poor (Day 1952), 
fight for civil rights (Marsh 2006), oppose war (Macgregor 
1954), and support labor unions (Interfaith Worker Justice 
2010). Beginning in the 1960s, some Latin American Catholic 
leaders combined their religious belief with Marxist economic 
critiques to create liberation theology, a form of Christian be- 
lief dedicated to combating poverty and other forms of social injus- 
tice. Today, many variations of liberation theology exist around 
the world, addressing issues such as the inequalities created by 
global capitalism and environmental degradation (Boff and 


Boff 1987; Duchrow 2011; Floyd-Thomas and Pinn 2010). 


Weber on Religion: 
Disenchantment of the 
World 


Max Weber paid special attention to the relationship between 
various religions and economic life. As we saw in Chapter 
1, in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber 
(1905/1958) described how some Protestant values unintention- 
ally contributed to the rise of capitalism and industrialization. 
Calvinist Protestants believed in extreme self-denial, frugality, 
and hard work and saw the resulting economic success as a sign 
of divine favor. According to Weber, this belief system, which he 
called the protestant ethic, and the drive to earn and save, which 
he called the spirit of capitalism, allowed adherents to accumulate 
the considerable capital necessary to invest in the machinery of 


thinking abouteyJture 


How can religion help to promote the values cherished in a culture? 


industrialization. In later works, he showed how 
religions in China and India did not promote 
such values, partly explaining the delayed 
emergence of capitalism in those countries. 
One of Weber’s other major con- 
tributions, however, was to detail the 
long-term process by which rationality 
replaced tradition as the basis for or- 
ganizing social and economic life (see 
Chapter 1). This rationalization of society 
was accompanied by a decline in the in- 
fluence of religion. As Weber (1919/1946b) 
famously put it—quoting a phrase from 
German playwright Friedrich Schiller—*“The 
fate of our times is characterized by rationalization 
and intellectualization and, above all, the “disenchant- 
ment of the world’” (p. 155). The ability of science and rational 
thought to explain more and more of the world—sometimes 
in ways that clashed with religious beliefs—helped to displace 
the power of religion in daily life. But as we saw in Chapter 5, 
Weber knew that charismatic leaders—including religious 
leaders—could sometimes inspire groups of people to act. 
Weber (1915/1946a) foresaw the negative consequences 
of rationalization, including the rise of the impersonal “iron 
cage” of bureaucracy and the influence of money: 


Money is the most abstract and “impersonal” element that ex- 
ists in human life. The more the world of the modern capitalist 
economy follows its own immanent [or inherent] laws, the less 
accessible it is to any imaginable relationship with a religious 


ethic of brotherliness. (p. 331) 


Thus Weber was writing not just about rationalization and 
the secularization of society but about personal disenchant- 
ment; without religion’s “ethic of brotherliness,” individual life 
might have no clear meaning or direction. Weber noted that 
every religion begins precisely with the assumption that life has 
meaning and that religion’s promise is to make this meaning 
accessible and understandable. 

By contrast, science is silent on the issue of meaning. Per- 
haps, as existentialist philosophy contends, life is without 
meaning until individuals create it (Hayim 1980). The absence 
of god creates the possibility of a radically free individual. But 
this freedom brings with it heavy responsibilities and chal- 
lenges. Some people, as Weber (1919/1946b) put it, “cannot 
bear the fate of the times” and instead return to seek solace in 
religion, where “[t]he arms of old churches are opened widely 
and compassionately” for them (p. 155). 


Berger on Religion: 
The Sacred Canopy 


Because rationalization of society often has seemed to drain 
life of its meaning, people continue to long for the comfort of 
the sacred. A half-century after Weber, Peter Berger (1967) em- 
phasized that religion is primarily an effort to create a mean- 
ingful reality in which to live. Religion helps us to make sense 
of our existence and provides order to an otherwise chaotic 


world. The most important aspect of this so- 
cially produced order is social-psychological. 
It serves as a “shield against terror,” protect- 
ing humans from the “danger of mean- 
inglessness” in which “the individual is 
submerged in a world of disorder, sense- 
lessness, and madness” p. 22). Thus re- 
ligion provides a “sacred canopy” under 
which, together, a society's members 
can find shelter. 

However, as the metaphor suggests, 
religion works best when all members of a 
society share a single interpretation of real- 
ity—when a single canopy provides shelter. As 
we will see, in the contemporary world, competing 
and incompatible interpretations emerge, changing the 

nature of religion and perhaps even helping to undermine it. 


In this section we sketch briefly the distribution of religious 
traditions and nonbelief around the world and in the United 
States. We also examine the rise of secularism in Western soci- 
ety and the fundamentalist resistance to it. 


Religion Throughout 
the World 


About 86 percent of humanity identifies with one of the world’s 
hundreds of religions, though not all those people are active 
participants in communities of worship. As shown in Figure 
12.6 on page 334, Christianity is the most widespread religion, 
with a significant presence in all areas except Asia. In contrast, 
Islam is relatively narrowly concentrated, with the highest per- 
centage of Muslims in Africa but the greatest number in Asia. 
About 14 percent of the world’s population is nonreligious— 
including agnostics and atheists—who are found most com- 
monly in Asia and Europe. 

People in the world’s wealthier, modernized nations are least 
likely to be religiously active, as measured, for example, by the 
percentage of the population who attend weekly services. (Fig- 
ure 12.7). Following this pattern, religious participation in the 
United States is lower than in most of the world’s countries. 
However, among wealthy modernized nations, the United 
States has the highest rate of religious participation. 


Religious Adherence in the 
United States 


About three out of four adult Americans (78.4 percent) identify 
as Christian. Of these, Protestants (51.3 percent) and Catholics 
(23.9 percent) are the largest subgroups. Protestantism, though, 
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CONTINENTAL AREA 

What you believe is influenced by where you live. Two-thirds of 
the world’s population adheres to one of the world’s three largest 
religious traditions: Christianity (33%), Islam (21%), or Hinduism 
(13.2%). Source: Turner (2011). 


is fragmented into hundreds of denominations. Although only 
1.7 percent of the adult population, Jews make up the largest 
non-Christian religion in the United States. Just over 16 per- 
cent of the population consists of people unaffiliated with any 
religion (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2008a). 

Religious affiliations are subject to significant shifts (Figure 
12.8), and more than a quarter (28 percent) of all adults—44 
percent if we include people shifting between Protestant denom- 
inations—have left the religion of their childhood (Pew Forum 
on Religion and Public Life 2008a). Sometimes they move to 
another faith; sometimes they leave religion altogether. Nearly a 
third of people raised Catholic have left the Church, the biggest 
loss of any faith, but Catholic numbers have been supplemented 
by recent immigrants, among whom Catholics outnumber Prot- 
estants by nearly two-to-one. Compared to the population as 
a whole, recent immigrants are also more likely to be Muslim, 
Hindu, or Buddhist, but these adherents still make up only a 
tiny fraction of the U.S. population. Still, as a result of declining 
membership and increasing numbers of adherents to other reli- 
gions, Protestantism in the United States will soon be a minority 
faith (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2008a). 

The fastest growing religious category in recent years has 
been the “unaffiliated” (16.1 percent), whose percentage of the 
overall population more than doubled in fifteen years. This 
category includes atheists (1.6 percent), agnostics (2.4 per- 
cent), and those who simply describe their religion as “nothing 
in particular” (12.1 percent). This last group is split roughly 
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People in the United States (purple) are typically less religious than 
those in poorer, more traditional societies such as Indonesia and 
Ghana. However, Americans report the highest level of religious 
participation among wealthy industrialized societies, surpassing 
countries such as Canada, Australia, and France. Source: World Values 
Survey (2005-2008). 


in half between people for whom religion is unimportant and 
who are thus secular in their orientation (6.3 percent overall) 
and people who say religion is “somewhat” or “very” important 
(5.8 percent) but who do not have an affiliation with any par- 
ticular group (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2008a; 
Putnam and Campbell 2010). 

‘The religious composition of the U.S. population has shifted 
over time, with mainline Protestant churches losing the greatest 
share and greatest growth occurring in the unaffiliated category. 


Shopping for God in the 
Religious Marketplace 


‘The relatively high level of religiosity in the United States is ac- 


companied by a great deal of religious diversity and widespread 
religious tolerance (Putnam and Campbell 2010). This can likely 
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be attributed to the country’s longstanding separation of church 
and state. By protecting religious freedom but never having an 
official state religion, the United States created a vibrant climate 
for competition among faiths. Religion came to resemble a com- 
modity in a marketplace—a product “sold” by competing reli- 
gious organizations eager to attract adherents and “bought” (or 
not) by consumers who often comparison shop before making a 
decision (Stark and Bainbridge 1985; Warner 1993). A diverse 
array of religious beliefs undermines the power of any single 
church and results in greater tolerance and religious freedom for 
everyone (Heclo et al. 2007; Hutchison 2003). 
Sociologists using this type of analysis assume that the 
“demand” for religion is more or less constant. However, the 
relative health of religion depends on how well religious or- 
ganizations provide the “supply.” Because traditional religious 
institutions often have not adapted to changing social condi- 
tions and “consumer” tastes, mainline religions in the United 
States—as well as European state-sponsored religions—have 
seen a dramatic loss of membership. In the United States, this 
loss is offset by innovative religions and practices that provide 
an almost infinite variety of choices in the religious market- 
place. For individuals, having more religions to choose from 
makes it more likely that they can find a faith that suits their 
personal needs. Thus, this analysis contends, religious choice 
and competition is good for adherents, for religious organiza- 
tions, and for religion itself. 
Does all this choice make U.S. society as a whole more re- 
ligious? Yes, say some researchers (Stark 1999; Stark and Bain- 


bridge 1985). But others 
contend that the very idea 
that religion is treated as 

a commodity is strong 
evidence of religion’s de- 
cline (Bruce 2002, 2011). 

If a multitude of religious 
institutions merely pro- 
vides consumers in vari- 
ous market segments with 

a product they want, and 
“the customer is always 
right,” then religion has lost 
its authority to promote a widely 
shared set of values or enforce a common set of social norms. 

Further, Bruce (2002, 2011) argues that religion today sur- 
vives in large part because it engages in activities other than 
connecting individuals to the supernatural—often its tradi- 
tional sacred role. Contemporary religious organizations are 
instead involved in promoting basic moral values (often in 
interfaith efforts), fellowship, charitable work, and political 
causes. 

Indeed, most Americans equate religion with personal ethics 
and behavior and think that more religion would help counter 
crime, greed, uncaring parents, and materialism. But, over- 
whelmingly, Americans of faith have also accepted the need to 
coexist with adherents of other religions and with nonbeliev- 
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Rational choice theories draw 
upon economic analyses and 

view people as actors rationally 
weighing the cost and benefits of 
their actions, as when they choose 
between competing religions. Is 
the idea of a religious marketplace 
relevant to your choice 

(or rejection) of religion? 

Why or why not? 


ers, and they understand the need for pragmatic compromise 
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As Mega-churches, like this 16,000 seat Lakewood Church in Hous- 
ton, adapt modern technology and marketing to compete in the 
religious marketplace. Modeled on the venues used for sports com- 
petition and rock concerts, these churches feature dramatic lighting, 
a central stage, giant video screens, and powerful sound systems in 
their services, which are often broadcast via radio and television and 
streamed on web sites. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 
=> How would the analyses of Durkheim, Marx, Weber, and 
Berger apply to this type of contemporary religious culture? 


(Farkas et al. 2001). For example, of those people who claim 
a religious affiliation in the United States, only 29 percent say 
their religion represents the one true faith leading to eternal 
life; 65 percent say that many religions—or none at all—can 
lead to eternal life (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 
2008b). 


Secularization 


As we've seen, the fastest growing religious category in the 
United States is made up of those who say they have no re- 
ligious affiliation at all—now between 16.1 percent and 18 
percent of the population depending on the survey. An even 
higher portion (27 percent) of young Americans (aged 18-29) 
say they have no religious affiliation, a figure that has more 
than doubled in twenty years (Pew Forum on Religion and 
Public Life 2010a; Putnam and Campbell 2010). Do such 
trends suggest that the influence of religion is on the wane in 
the United States? That question is part of a broader debate 
regarding secularization, the decline in the social significance of 
religious beliefs, practices, and institutions. There is little doubt 
that secularization has occurred in parts of the world during 


the past two centuries, but major questions and 
debates remain about the nature and degree of 
secularization. 


SECULARIZATION AND MODER- 
NITY The founders of sociology saw that the 
influence of religion was diminishing due to the 
emergence of modernity. According to Weber, 
the rise of science and rationality marked a new 
way of thinking that emphasized the need for 
skepticism, questioning, and empirical evidence 
as the basis for knowledge and action. This was 
a stark alternative to the heavy reliance on faith 
and divine revelation found within religion. The 
very creation of sociology was a byproduct of this 
shift in thinking. 

According to the secularization thesis, the 
social significance of religion has declined in the 
face of modernity. Some sociologists criticize this 
thesis, pointing to the relatively high levels of re- 
ligious activity in the United States and to the 
rise of fundamentalist forms of religious belief 
around the world (Stark 1999)—a topic we ex- 
amine later in this chapter. But most endorsers 
of the secularization thesis do not predict the disappearance of 
religion, only its declining influence on social life (Bruce 2002, 
2011; Gauchet 1997; Lechner 1991; Tschannen 1991; Yamane 
1997). Secularization varies by historical period and cultural 
context, due to differences in such developments as industrial- 
ization and democratization. Secularization tends to be more 
advanced in the wealthier societies that are more modernized, 
and more limited in parts of the world that are less affluent 


and less modernized (Karner and Aldridge 2004; Norris and 


Inglehart 2004). 
The effect of modernity on secularization can be best under- 
stood as a multidimensional process operating at various levels 


of society (Dobbelaere 1999): 


= Secularization at the macro level differentiates religion 
from other aspects of social life. Religion once perme- 
ated all of society, but modernization divided social life 
into separate spheres, such as the separation of work from 
home that occurred with industrialization. More broadly, 
public and private lives became more distinct, and religion 
increasingly became a matter for private life, diminishing 
its influence in society at large. The modern world was 
rationalized as government and other bureaucracies oper- 
ated based on policies, procedures, and rules, rather than 
on religious tradition. Science similarly advanced learning 
through evidence-based analyses of the world rather than 
religious teaching. Once they were separated from govern- 
ment, the economy, schools; and the law, religious institu- 
tions had a declining influence on society. 


m Secularization at the meso level is the loss of authority 
for the truth claims of any single religion. Urbanization 
and industrialization brought together people of differ- 
ent cultures, with different and contradictory ideas about 
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With a huge American flag on the field, players and fans stand for the national anthem before a baseball game. Such ritu- 
alistic practices are evidence of a civil religion that promotes common values and creates emotional bonds of solidarity within 
a predominantly secular context. Where else have you seen evidence of civil religion in the United States? 


religion from which people could choose. Rather than all- 
encompassing divinely inspired bearers of truth, religious 
groups became more like other social movements or pres- 
sure groups competing for members and sometimes trying 
to influence political and cultural debates. ‘This sort of 
secularization has often been supported by theologians and 
people of faith since it enabled competing belief systems to 
coexist peacefully (Smith 2003). 


Secularization at the micro level is a decline in the sig- 
nificance of religion for people’s daily lives. Researchers 
often measure micro-level secularization by indicators such 
as whether or not people claim a religious affiliation and 
whether they attend weekly religious services. 


Collectively, secularization reflects the decline in religious au- 
thority, as seen in the decreasing influence of religious beliefs, 
leaders, and institutions over individuals, other institutions, 
and broader social life (Chaves 1994). A secular society is radi- 
cally different from one in which religious authority reigns in 
all sectors of society, religious adherence is nearly compulsory, 
and religious belief forms the basis for daily decision-making 
in individual lives. 


SECULARIZATION TODAY Today the continued 
growth of individual freedoms, egalitarian democratic ideals, 
and respect for diversity has further challenged traditional re- 


ligious authority (Bruce 2002, 2011). A rigid church hierarchy 


can seem out of date in an era that celebrates equality; reliance 
on specially trained clergy to interpret religious doctrine can 
contradict a democratic spirit that emphasizes an individual’s 
right to think freely; and a unique claim to divinely inspired 
truth can seem outdated when respect for the insights of dif 
fering cultural traditions increases. Further, the patriarchal 
nature of many religious doctrines and organizations has put 
them at odds with the trend toward greater gender equality. 

For all these reasons, to varying degrees in different coun- 
tries, religion has become a limited component of social life. 
The result has been a rise of secular humanism, a belief sys- 
tem that emphasizes morality and decision making based on rea- 
son, ethics, and social justice, rather than religious doctrine or the 
supernatural, Instead of divinity, other values—especially 
democracy—have more commonly united modern societ- 
ies. In effect, such societies have developed civil religion, 2 
set of common beliefs and ritual practices that bind people in a 
predominantly secular society. The “sacred” symbols and ritu- 
als of democratic freedom—such as flags, the pledge of al- 
legiance, national anthems, and military medals—serve as a 
secular equivalent of religious icons and rituals. Durkheim 
(1922/1956, 1925/1961, 1938/1977) recognized this trend and 
advocated using modern schools for secular moral education, 
another displacement of religion. 

At the macro level, in modern societies, the influence of re- 
ligion has declined in education (Reuben 1996), law and poli- 
tics (Hamburger 2002), and science (Lindberg and Numbers 
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Percentage of each state’s population that attends 
religious services at least once a week 
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“a MAP 12.1 | SELF-REPORTING OF WEEKLY 
ATTENDANCE AT RELIGIOUS SERVICES 

The highest levels of religious attendance occur in the deep South 
and Utah, whereas the lowest levels are in New England and some 
southwestern states. Source: U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, Pew Research Cen- 
ter’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, © 2008, Pew Research Center. http://religions 


-pewforum.org/. 


2008). Religious doctrine is not the basis for legal rulings; re- 
tail businesses remain open on religious holidays; public edu- 
cation is not based on religious teachings; science, not faith, 
informs nearly all health care decisions. People of faith weigh 
in on issues of the day, but religion no longer provides the pri- 
mary fuel for political institutions or for cultural life. 

At the meso level, as we saw earlier, a diverse array of reli- 
gions compete for adherents in the religious marketplace. At 
the micro level, with some variation by country, church mem- 
bership, religious activities, and religious belief have all de- 
clined, especially in Europe since the middle of the twentieth 
century (Brown 2009; Crocket and Voas 2006; Greeley 2004; 
McLeod 2000, 2010; McLeod and Ustorf 2011). For example, 
weekly religious attendance hovers around 10 percent in Brit- 
ain and barely 4 percent in Scandinavian countries (Bruce 
2002, 2011). Whereas nonwhite ethnic minorities who im- 
migrate to Europe—including many Muslims—are more reli- 
gious than the people already there, religiosity declines sharply 
in the children of immigrants, leading to a convergence in the 
rate of religiosity (Crockett and Voas 2006). 

In the United States (and Canada), respondents to surveys 
significantly overstate their religious attendance and activi- 
ties (Brenner 2011; Hadaway, Marler and Chaves 1993, 1998). 
Depending on how the question is asked, about 40 percent of 
Americans say they attend a weekly religious service, but using 
time diaries and other techniques, researchers suggest that the 


true attendance rate is only about 20 percent to 25 percent, 
similar to the rates found in some European countries (Brenner 
2011). Also, religious attendance varies by region within the 
United States (Map 12.1). 

However, if modernity is supposed to secularize societies, 
why has religious fundamentalism experienced a resurgence in 
recent decades? We turn now to an analysis of this development. 


Fundamentalist Resistance 
to Change 


Relying on a literal interpretation of the Bible, Kentucky’s 
Creation Museum teaches visitors that humans and dinosaurs 
coexisted in the Garden of Eden, Earth is barely 6,000 years 
old, and evolution is a myth—all notions contradicted by 
overwhelming scientific evidence. The museum’s rejection of 
aspects of modern thought is an example of fundamentalism, 
a religious movement that advocates strict adherence to traditional 
principles in all aspects of social life, usually based on literal inter- 
pretation of a religion’s infallible sacred texts. 

At first glance, the resurgence in fundamentalist religions in 
recent decades might seem to contradict the secularization the- 
sis. But, ironically, religious fundamentalists are perhaps the 
greatest advocates of the secularization thesis, because they see 
their efforts to reinsert religious belief into all aspects of social 
life as a defense against secularism’s rising tide. 


FUNDAMENTALISM THEN AND NOW The 
term fundamentalist comes from a series of religious manifestos 
first published by conservative Protestants beginning in 1910 
under the title 7he Fundamentals. This original fundamental- 
ism was more a response to other religious sects than to the sec- 
ular world. After the 1925 Scopes “monkey” trial—in which 
a Tennessee high school teacher was prosecuted for teaching 
the scientific theory of human evolution instead of relying on 
Biblical teaching—fundamentalists were marginalized from 
much of mainstream American society. They reemerged in 
the 1970s, though, resisting the social and cultural changes of 
the 1960s. This time they became politically active, helping to 
drive a resurgent conservative political movement within the 
Republican Party that peaked in the 1980s but is still influ- 
ential (Emerson and Hartman 2006; Putnam and Campbell 
2010). Today’s Christian fundamentalists tend to oppose secu- 
lar humanism as the framework for political life; to reject the 
scientific theory of evolution; to condemn practices such as 
abortion, homosexuality, and gender equality that they claim 
violate Biblical injunctions; and to reject what they see as a vio- 
lent, decadent, and sexualized popular culture that contradicts 
their interpretation of Christian values. 

In 1979, at about the same time as the resurgence of Chris- 
tian fundamentalism, Islamic ‘fundamentalism hit the world 
stage when Iranian revolutionaries deposed the American- 
backed Shah of Iran, replacing a secular government with a 
fundamentalist Islamic state. Since then, Islamic fundamen- 
talists in many countries have resisted Western cultural influ- 
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ences, especially mass media, and opposed the imposition of 
Western power in Muslim countries. In their place, they seek 
to enforce Islamic law (sharia) in daily life and in government 
(Roy 1994, 2004, 2007). 

Fundamentalism today applies to many religious sects, in- 
cluding forms of Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Hinduism, 
though many of these groups do not always accept this label. 
Despite important differences, the many forms of fundamen- 
talism share a resistance to the changes in modern life, espe- 
cially secularization, and seek to restore their sacred texts as 
absolute authority in all matters (Bruce 2000; Emerson and 
Hartman 2006). 

The significance of fundamentalism depends on your per- 
spective. As Emerson and Hartman (2006) summarize, 


From a modern, secular viewpoint, fundamentalists are re- 
actionaries, radicals attempting to grab’ power and throw so- 
cieties back into the dark ages of oppression, patriarchy, and 
intolerance . . . . Conversely, for fundamentalists and their 
sympathizers, Western versions of modernization rush over 
them in a tidal wave of change, ripping apart communities, 
values, social ties, and meaning... . [They] see their stand 
against the tidal wave of change as honorable, right, life pre- 


serving, and a life calling. (p. 131) 


This clash of perspectives presents some major challenges. 


FUNDAMENTALISM AND DEMOCRACY Can 


a fundamentalist worldview based on absolutist beliefs be com- 
patible with a democratic system based on individual freedoms 


Obeliefnet 
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and tolerance of different beliefs? This question lurks behind 
many contemporary debates (Benhabib 2002; Géle 2011; 
Okin 1999; Scott 2010; Shweder, Minow, and Marcus 2002). 
In the United States, some religious groups reject secularism 
and assert that the country was founded as a Christian nation 
whose laws and institutions should embody those Christian 
beliefs. This has been part of what Casanova (1994) calls the 
“deprivatization” of religion—moving previously private be- 
liefs into the public sphere. For example, religious opponents of 
equal rights for gays and lesbians or abortion rights—including 
many fundamentalists—want to use their interpretation of re- 
ligious teachings as the basis for laws that affect everyone. 

Similarly, conflicts have erupted in Europe regarding Mus- 
lim immigrants, some of whom are fundamentalists, who advo- 
cate veiling (Aijab), female genital cutting, arranged marriages, 
polygamy, and sex segregation. Especially worrisome has been 
the propensity for some extremist sects—claiming to be doing 
God’s will in a cosmic war between good and evil—to endorse 
violence as a means to advance their cause (Juergensmeyer 
2003). For these reasons, some critics contend that Islam is in- 
compatible with modern Western secular values (Huntington 
1996; Lewis 2004)—a claim once made against Catholicism 
in parts of Europe (Gross 2004). But, in fact, Islam and Is- 
lamic movements are diverse and vary by region and context; 
most are not fundamentalist (Bayat 2007; Esposito and Voll 
2001; Roy 2007). 

In any case, violence is by no means inherent to religious 
fundamentalism. With the important exception of abortion 
clinic bombings and the assassination of doctors providing 
abortions, domestic Christian fundamental- 
ism has been nonviolent; its advocates orga- 
nize politically to work within the electoral 
system. Violence by Islamic fundamentalists 
has captured the headlines because of its as- 
sociation with terrorism. Some scholars argue 
that this violence is more of a response to the 
political environment—especially Western 
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feature of religion itself. They point out that 
violence is more likely to originate in settings 
where a religion is repressed or a single reli- 
gion is imposed by the state (Cesari 2004; 
Roy 2007; Schwedler 2006). 

In societies with separation of religion and 
government, and free competition among 
varying religious groups, tolerance is more 
common and religiously based violence is rare. 
In addition, when Islamic fundamentalism 


G Popular Internet sites like beliefnet.com 
(owned by the media conglomerate News Corpo- 
ration) cater to diverse interests in religious and 
spiritual topics, featuring everything from outlines 
of various religions to DVDs of Oprah Winfrey 
discussing spirituality. Do such sites reflect grow- 
* ing secularization or are they an indicator of new 

Z forms of religious life in America? 
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is incorporated into democratic societies, evidence suggests 
that it becomes more moderate by becoming globalized (sepa- 
rated from the national cultures) and individualized (allowing 
for variation in observance and belief), much in the same way 
that Protestantism and Catholicism were. Even when militant 
religious movements take part in the political process, they 
tend to become more secularized and to moderate their views 
(Cesari 2004; Roy 2007; Schwedler 2006). 

The future of fundamentalism is not clear. Some sociologists 
see the resurgence in fundamentalism as a relatively short-term 


THE FUTURE OF RELIGION 


number of religious changes in the United States 

give clues about where religion might be going in the 

future. 

First, evidence indicates that religion in the United 

States is increasingly a source of individual emotional com- 
fort rather than the basis of a comprehensive, collective 
worldview. For example, Wolfe (2005) finds that Protestants, 
Catholics, and Jews in the United States increasingly focus 
on emotional involvement with worship instead of on an 
intellectual engagement with a religion’s history or doctrine. 
The result is a more personalized and individualistic ap- 
proach to religion. People participate in the rituals of wor- 
ship but pick and choose which doctrines to believe and, as 
we have seen, are more tolerant of the choices and lifestyles 
of others. 

In stark contrast to fundamentalists’ emphasis on doc- 
trine and sacred texts, this shift to more emotional, individu- 
alized varieties of faith means less emphasis on doctrinal 
knowledge. Some surveys show that those most knowledge- 
able about the core teachings and history of major world 
religions are atheists and agnostics (Pew Forum on Religion 
and Public Life 2010b). In a society with overwhelmingly 
Christian adherents, surveys find that Bible-reading has 
declined for at least a quarter-century and basic knowledge 
of the Bible’s contents is at an all-time low (Prothero 2007). 
But such knowledge may not be necessary for the type of 
personal spiritual experience many adherents seek today. 

In fact, a second change in recent decades has been a rise 
in the growing popularity of many forms of “spirituality.” 
Spirituality can be thought of as an inner sense of meaning 
or purpose, especially as it involves a person’s relationship to 
something greater than the self. As we saw in Chapter 1, some 


phenomenon, the last gasp of resistance to the wave of mod- 
ernization and secularism that has swept over the developed 
world over the past two centuries. Others see modernization 
and secularism as continuously creating alienating conditions 
that will fuel fundamentalism indefinitely (Riesebrodt 2000). 
This leaves still others to suggest a postsecular age, in which 
religious worldviews—of all sorts—will coexist and interact 
with secular worldviews (Habermas 2002). 


postmodern thought reacts to the central tenets of moder- 
nity, including rationalization and secularization. It rejects 
the idea that reality can be known only through science or 
any other method for achieving impartial understanding. 
Instead, these postmodern thinkers contend that, at best, all 
knowledge is partial and fragmented, and we live in a world 
with multiple realities from which to choose. In this context, 
some people embrace mystical or supernatural ways of 
knowing. 

People can be both “spiritual” and “religious” (Marler and 
Hadaway 2002), but some forms of spirituality emphasize 
a personal relationship to a higher power unmediated by a 
religious institution. Such practices can amount to god with- 
out religion or what one study dubbed “believing without 
belonging” (Davie 1994). In this situation, people continue to 
express belief in god but are no longer active in any religion. 
Some analysts see spirituality, broadly defined (including 
astrology, witchcraft, and paganism, for example), as likely 
to be persistent (Heelas and Woodhead 2005; Pearson 2003; 
Spencer 2003). 

But spirituality doesn’t necessarily require the supernatu- 
ral or gods of any kind. Durkheim’s definition of the sacred 
did not necessarily involve the supernatural, just the identifi- 
cation of something as extraordinary, to be treated respect- 
fully, with reverence and awe. Acknowledging “a greater 
power” can involve simply an appreciation of the common 
fate of humanity, our interconnection through our natural 
environment, or even the sense of empowerment that comes 
from self-help efforts. Faiths and practices that profess such 
ethical and moral principles offer their adherents the chance 
to experience shared spiritual activity without necessarily 
invoking a divine being; they are religions without god. Such 
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beliefs are often associated with “new age” religions, though uncertainty. But globalization has brought people, informa- 


they can also be found in established denominations such tion, and competing beliefs into contact with one another as 
as the Unitarian Universalists, who note that “belief in God never before. The result is likely to be an increasing emphasis 
is welcomed but not required” for membership (Unitarian on the need for religious tolerance, the growth of individu- 
Universalist Association of Congregations 2008). alized spirituality, and the declining influence—though not 
The rejection of modernist rationality in favor of post- necessarily declining visibility—of fundamentalist religions. 
modernist spirituality can be seen throughout popular cul- It is also likely to involve the continued expansion of secular 
ture. The media offer numerous examples of mysticism and humanism. 
spirituality: television programs, books, and movies are filled While not choosing sides in religious debates, sociologists 
with images and stories that involve spirits, supernatural know that if societies are to survive, they will need to iden- 
events, and mysterious beings with superpowers. Whether tify and affirm shared values and social norms that enable 
they are angels, vampires, alien life forms, superheroes, or them to operate peacefully, in the midst of a multitude of 
some other entity, the characters in these stories often re- conflicting beliefs. Perhaps this search for common ground— 
mind humans of core values and their common destiny, as among nonbelievers and believers of all stripes—will be what 
good religious texts have always done. characterizes the future the most. 


Embracing the certainty of traditional faith can offer 
believers comfort and reassurance in a time of change and 


THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 
ABOUT... 


Family and Religion 


Family and religion are both institutions through which culture is passed on to the next 
generation. Both institutions vary considerably by culture and over time, reflecting 
different norms and beliefs. 


culture 


Families help to structure daily life by performing a variety of social functions, but people 
can also act to change the structure of families, adapting to different circumstances and 
adopting new values. 


™ Religion has long served to provide some structure to social life by focusing on values and 
moral behavior and thereby serving as a mechanism of social control. The structure of 
religion itself has changed considerably as a large number of belief systems compete for 
adherents. 


™ How families are organized and operate reflects the relative levels of power held by 
members, sometimes contributing to gender inequality. 


™ Changes in religion, including the rise of various aspects of secularization, have diminished 
the power that religious institutions have in modern societies. 


uoljisuedy uf 


341 


Family and Religion 


CHAPTER 12 


342 


REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


a Looking Back 


dt 


" Critical Thinking: Question 


1. 


2: 


The family as a social institution can perform a variety of 
social functions, including encouraging social stability, car- 
ing for dependents, and providing emotional comfort. But 
the gender roles established in families can help to perpetu- 
ate inequality. 

Families vary around the world by structure and size, mar- 
riage types, and gender roles. However, some common 
global trends in family life include smaller families, the 
growth of open-mate selection, and a delay in marriage. 


The idealized image of the “traditional” family in the 
United States obscures a complicated reality that included 
distinct imbalances in power as well as gender, class, and 
racial inequalities. 


Families in the United States today are undergoing signifi- 
cant changes, including fewer and later marriages, a rise in 
divorce rates, an increase in blended families and other fam- 
ily forms, an increase in single-parent families, and a reduc- 
tion in the number of children born to couples. 


Since its inception, sociology has examined religion as a 
social phenomenon, considering its role in social life and its 


How has the American family changed in the past half- 
century? Does your family reflect some of these changes? 


Overall, do you think the changes in marriage and the fam- 
ily found in the United States have been positive for society? 
Why or why not? 


Growing up, were you encouraged to believe in a particular 
religious tradition? If not, were you encouraged to dis- 
believe, or was your family simply indifferent to religion? 


4. 


functions in society. Durkheim viewed religions as a mecha- 
nism to promote the norms of society. Marx saw religion as 
a way for those in power to keep oppressed people submis- 
sive. Weber emphasized the displacement of religion by the 
rationalization of modernity. 


Religion can promote social solidarity, exert social control, 
provide personal comfort, and motivate social action. But it 
can also be dysfunctional, contributing to social conflict and 
perpetuating orthodox myths. 


Although religion has declining influence within modern 
industrialized societies, religiosity in the United States is 
relatively high. U.S. religious life in the postmodern period 
is characterized by a diverse spiritual marketplace, featuring 
many varied forms of religious and spiritual life. 


The debate over secularization focuses on the degree to 
which the social significance of religion is in decline. Ironi- 
cally, increasing secularism may be fueling a resurgence of 
fundamentalism among some religious groups that want 
their religious prescriptions to prevail in society. 


s and Activities 


How did you learn about the different beliefs held by other 
people? 

Do you think competing and contradictory claims of abso- 
lute truth, often contained within religious doctrine, pose a 
threat to society? Why or why not? How can such potential 
conflicts be avoided in a diverse society? 


Do you think society is becoming more secularized? Less so? 
What is the evidence for your position? 


Key Terms 


church (p. 330) formal religious organization with broad main- 
stream acceptance. 

civil religion (p. 337) a set of common beliefs and ritual prac- 
tices that bind people in a predominantly secular society. 

cohabitation (p. 319) a social relationship that can create family 
ties and typically involves sexual intimacy, in which people 
live together as unmarried partners. 

cult (p. 331) a small religious community whose beliefs and 
practices are at odds with the dominant culture. 

endogamy (p. 319) legal restrictions or customs that limit mar- 
riage to people within the same social category. 

ethic of reciprocity (p. 331) the “golden rule” that encourages 
people to treat others as they would like to be treated. 

exogamy (p. 319) marriage between people from different social 
categories. 

extended family (p. 319) nuclear family plus other relatives who 
commonly live together. 

faith (p. 329) belief grounded in personal conviction or divine 
revelation rather than scientific evidence. 

family (p. 317) two or more people, related either by birth 
or through social commitment, who share resources, care 
for any dependents, and often maintain a close emotional 
relationship. 

fertility rate (p. 326) the average number of births per female. 

fundamentalism (p. 338) a religious movement that advocates 
strict adherence to traditional principles in all aspects of social 
life, usually based on literal interpretation of a religion’s infal- 
lible sacred texts. 

kinship (p. 317) the bonds of family relationships. 

liberation theology (p. 332) a form of Christian belief dedicated 


to combating poverty and other forms of social injustice. 


marriage (p. 319) a social relationship that creates family ties, 
typically involves sexual relations, and is formalized by legal 
contract, religious ceremony, or both. 

monogamy (p. 319) the practice of restricting sexual relations to 
one partner. 

nuclear (or conjugal) family (p. 319) parent(s) and their 
children. 

polygamy (p. 319) a marriage system in which an individual is 
allowed multiple spouses. 

profane (p. 330) the ordinary world of everyday life. 

religion (p. 331) a unified system of beliefs and ritual prac- 
tices relating to the sacred that bond people into a moral 
community. 

rituals (p. 330) symbolic actions, typically performed at 
specified times, that help evoke an emotional bond among 
participants. 

sacred (p. 330) something extraordinary, to be treated respect- 
fully, with reverence and awe. 

sect (p. 330) a small dissenting faction of a church that promotes 
new beliefs or practices. 

secular humanism (p. 337) a belief system that emphasizes mo- 
rality and decision making based on reason, ethics, and social 
justice rather than religious doctrine or the supernatural. 

secularization (p. 336) the decline in the social significance of 
religious beliefs, practices, and institutions. 

secularization thesis (p. 336) the argument that, in the face of 
modernity, the social significance of religion has declined. 

spirituality (p. 340) an inner sense of meaning or purpose, 
especially as it involves a person’s relationship to something 
greater than the self. 

theism (p. 331) a belief in the existence of a god or gods. 
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hen Claudia Crisostomo’s three children—six, nine, and ten years old—arrive home from 


school each day, their mother is heading out to her job at a uniform laundry. Because her shift 
begins at 3:00 p.m., and she returns home late in the evening, she is not able to help her children 
with homework or read to them before bedtime. Nor is she able to go to evening events at the 
school, attend after-school meetings with teachers, or take her kids to the doctor or dentist. 
The Crisostomos live in Newburgh, New York, a small city about sixty miles north of New York 
City, where public transportation is limited. Consequently, getting to important events and 
appointments—such as school assemblies and doctor visits—usually requires an expensive taxi ride. 
Because Ms. Crisostomo, a Mexican immigrant, does not speak or read English with confidence, 
she feels disconnected from her kids’ school experiences and has a hard time advocating for her 
children with school officials and medical professionals. Although educators stress that parental 
involvement is a key factor in helping kids to succeed in school, Ms. Crisostomo has neither the 
kind of work schedule nor the facility with English needed to get involved with her children’s school 


(Berger 2006). & 


n immigrant communities across the United States, the 

Crisostomos’ experience is a familiar one. Countless immi- 

grant parents work evening hours, and even when they can 

take part in school activities, they often are uncomfortable 
navigating the school environment. Yet the education their 
kids are getting in that environment is a crucial factor in help- 
ing them achieve a better quality of life than the parents them- 
selves enjoy. Education and work are closely interconnected, as 
one of the aims of education is to teach individuals the knowl- 
_ edge and skills they will need to get jobs and lead a happy, 
productive life. 

In this chapter we look at these two intertwined social in- 
stitutions: education and work. We consider their roles and 
functions in society, their structure, and their relationship to 
social equality and inequality. We emphasize the various social 
and cultural factors that shape people’s school and workplace 
experiences. 


Educationand 


Schooling 


Education is a word you know well. If you are reading this 
book, you are probably pursuing a college education. The news 
is full of stories about education, politicians often talk about 
the importance of education, and potential employers ask job 
candidates about their education. Sociologists define educa- 
tion as the social institution through which individuals acquire 
knowledge and skills and learn cultural norms and values. Edu- 
cation is vital to the transmission of basic cultural knowledge 
from one generation to the next, including traditions and an 
understanding of history. Education also imparts knowledge 
and skills related to specific jobs and household management. 

The learning associated with education occurs in different 
settings beyond schools. For example, learning takes place 
at home, on the playground, and at work involving parents, 
friends and neighbors, and employers. However, the sociologi- 
cal study of education focuses foremost on schools, which are 
the primary arena of formal education, and on schooling, or- 
ganized instruction by trained teachers. 

Schooling is an important part of social life throughout the 
world. Most countries emphasize the value of schooling and 
invest in organized instruction for their citizens. Three key 
indicators highlight the widespread belief in the importance 
of schooling (Brint 2006). First, young people throughout the 
developed world, and in much of the developing world, spend 
a great deal of their childhood in school (see Table 13.1). In the 
United States, children typically attend school six hours a day 
for about 180 days each year. Children in some countries go to 
school for more than 200 days each year; Japanese children, for 
example, attend school for at least 210 days each year (Wray 
2008). 

Second, most wealthy nations make a substantial investment 
in schooling by financing a system of formal education. A key 


AGE RANGE AT WHICH 90 
TABLE 13.1 PERCENT OF THE POPULATION 

IS ENROLLED IN SCHOOL, 

SELECT COUNTRIES 
Country Age Range (years) 
Belgium By uy/ 
Brazil | mnnG 
Chile 6-16 
England 4-16 
France 3-17 
Germany 4-17 
Israel cml 
Italy Bal 
Japan 4-17 
Korea 6-17 
New Zealand 4-15 
Norway . 4-17 
Spain 3-16 
Senda 3-18 
Turkey | 7-12 
United States 6-16 


Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. 


reason is that political participation and economic growth de- 
pend, in part, on schooling to teach citizenship and job skills. 
Perhaps the most fundamental of these skills is literacy, the 
ability to read and write. As Map 13.1 illustrates, literacy rates 
vary throughout the world. Adult literacy is near universal (99 
percent) in developed countries, and literacy has increased sub- 
stantially in developing countries in recent decades, rising to 
81 percent of adults in 2010 (UN Development Programme 
2010). In the United States and throughout most of the devel- 
oped world, government funds help to finance schools from 
elementary schools through colleges and universities. Develop- 
ing countries typically have fewer resources to invest in schools, 
but spending on formal education is still often a very high pri- 
ority. The Education for All Global Monitoring Report (2010) 
cites limited financial resources as one of the primary obstacles 
to improving education, estimating that education spending 
will have to double to make a basic education, including adult 
literacy, universally accessible in low-income countries. 

Third, a large number of adults have jobs in education, work- 
ing as teachers, support staff, and administrators in schools 
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National literacy rates vary considerably. Literacy exceeds 97 percent in North America, Australia, and most of Europe, but 
literacy rates are significantly lower in most of Africa, Asia, and South America. Source: UN Human Development Programme (2009). 


and school offices. Schools are a major employer in the United 
States. In 2008, there were more than 2 million elementary 
and middle school teachers, more than 500,000 high school 
teachers, and more than 600,000 school administrators (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2008), with hundreds of thousands of others 
employed in schools as teaching assistants, librarians, custodi- 
ans, and food service workers, among many different occupa- 
tions. Similarly, from preschools to universities, schools are a 
major employer throughout the world. 


Education in the United 
States: A Brief Social History 


Until the nineteenth century, most children in the United 
States did not attend school. Instead, children typically worked 
in the household, on the farm, or as wage laborers. Some chil- 
dren received an education in a specific trade by serving an ap- 
prenticeship. Formal education, though available, was offered 
almost exclusively to upper-class children, who attended pri- 
vate schools and private universities. 

Leaders of the American Revolution, notably Thomas Jef- 
ferson, advocated the development of a public elementary 
school system as a way to unify the new nation and promote 
active citizenship and democratic self-government. Yet in the 
late 1700s and early 1800s, education in the United States 


remained a patchwork of schools with minimal government 
funding and limited enrollment. Women, African Ameri- 
cans, and Native Americans were largely excluded (Urban 
and Wagoner 2009). 

Public schools—“common schools” at the time—did not 
emerge until the early 1830s, when educational reformers in 
the Northeast argued for the development of free taxpayer- 
supported schools that would be accessible to all children. 
With the United States amidst a transformation from a rural 
and agrarian society to one shaped by industrialization, urban- 
ization, and an influx of new immigrants, advocates of com- 
mon schools emphasized the civic value of education. During 
this period of social change, according to historian William J. 
Reese (2005), “schools were expected to strengthen the moral 
character of children, reinvigorate the work ethic, spread civic 
and republican values, and along the way teach a common cur- 
riculum to ensure a literate and unified public” (p. 3). 

After the Civil War, school enrollment increased and com- 
mon schools expanded dramatically. In 1870, 57 percent of 
five to eighteen year olds were enrolled in school. By the turn 
of the century, there were more than 250,000 public schools 
in the United States, and 72 percent of children were attend- 
ing school (Reese 2005). Starting with Massachusetts in 1852, 
states began enacting compulsory attendance laws in the mid- 
dle of the nineteenth century. By 1918, all forty-eight states 
had laws requiring children to attend school, usually through 


eighth grade—and the foundation of our contemporary sys- 
tem of universal compulsory education was established. 

Public education continued to expand in the first half of 
the twentieth century as a high school education became in- 
creasingly common. Between 1900 and 1950, the school year 
lengthened from an average of 144 days to 178 days, and to- 
tal public school enrollment climbed from 15.5 to 25.7 mil- 
lion students (Reese 2005). Local governments increasingly 
invested in schools, which were becoming the largest public 
expenditure in many communities. Then, as now, schools were 
the focus of public scrutiny and became an arena for debate 
and controversy over the substance of the curriculum, teach- 
ing methods, academic standards, the goals of education, and, 
more generally, the place of education in society. 


The Functions of Schooling 


What are schools for? This question is deceptively complex 
and cannot be answered adequately with the obvious response, 
“Schools are a place to learn.” 
In exploring the various 
dimensions of this not- 
so-simple question, a 
sociological perspective 
directs us to consider 

the functions of school- 

ing. We identify seven 
fundamental functions 

of contemporary schools: 


Waele. GT 


on social theory 


A functionalist perspective 
emphasizes the role of education in 
society. Do you think the functions 

of schooling are changing in the 
twenty-first century? 


1. Transfer of knowledge. Schools are a vital site where 
children and teenagers acquire knowledge defined as im- 
portant by previous generations, including subjects from 
history and literature to math and science. 


2. Job preparation. Schools do more than transfer general 
knowledge. They also play an important role in teaching 
job skills. Most schools help prepare future workers. Many 
high schools, colleges, and adult education programs em- 
phasize specific job-related skills. 


3. Occupational sorting. In preparing young people for 
future jobs, schooling helps to sort people into different 
kinds of jobs. Not all schools are the same. Some schools 
emphasize specific trades, giving students skills in, say, 
plumbing or auto repair, whereas other schools focus on 
college preparation and send many graduates off to college 
and, subsequently, graduate school. 


4. Childcare. Schools are responsible for children for the bulk 
of the work day and thus serve as a major source of childcare 
for working parents. Some of the demand for a longer school 
day and an extended school year comes from those in need 
of the kind of full-time childcare that schools provide. 


5. Social integration. Schools give children common cul- 
tural references that help to build social solidarity. Schools 


are often valuable community-building institutions that 
connect children and adults in the shared activity of teach- 
ing and learning. Schools often emphasize local and na- 
tional history, helping to reinforce a sense of community 
and national identity. 


6. Change and innovation. In bringing students and faculty 
together to study and learn, schools are a site from which 
new ideas and practices emerge. Schools are a major source 
of technological innovation, and schools can be a source of 
ideas that stimulate economic, political, and cultural change. 


7. Socialization. Schools serve as a powerful agent of so- 
cialization, teaching lessons that extend well beyond the 
subject-specific curriculum. Contemporary schools often 
adopt an explicit socialization role, integrating into the 
school day educational activities about issues such as diver- 
sity, health, sexuality, and drug and violence prevention. 


In the sections that follow, we explore many of these functions 
of education. 


and Socialization 


There is widespread consensus that schools should teach the 
its »” . Cara . . 

three Rs”—reading, writing, and arithmetic—but what else 
do schools teach? As you will see in this section, schools pro- 
vide lessons that extend well beyond specific academic knowl- 


edge and skills. 


The Hidden Curriculum 


Much of the socialization that happens in schools takes place 
outside the formal subject-matter curriculum. In the early 
twentieth century, Emile Durkheim (1925/1961) coined the 
term moral education to describe the role of schools in teach- 
ing children the central values and beliefs of their society. For 
Durkheim and many later sociologists, schools play a vital part 
in instructing children about their culture’s core values. 

Schools, for example, teach children lessons about the value 
of hard work, discipline, obedience to authorities, being on 
time, following the rules, and the consequences of misbehav- 
ing. In addition, typical evaluation systems teach kids about 
inequality (some students receive higher grades than others), 
and the school’s structure teaches about hierarchy (the chain of 
command in schools, leading up to the principal). Sociologists 
refer to these implicit teachings as the hidden curriculum, or 
the lessons students learn simply by attending school, in contrast to 
the lessons from the formal subject-specific curriculum. 

In recent years, politicians and parents have increasingly 
demanded that schools instruct children about core values 


thinking aboutcy[ture 
The ethnic diversity of the U.S. school population has increased in recent years. Did your 
high school stick to teaching traditional lessons about U.S. cultuire—or did it take into 
account the cultural values of recent immigrants? 
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<> In this classroom scene, schoolchildren are saying the Pledge of 
Allegiance to start the school day. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


What are public schools teaching when the Pledge of 

S Allegiance is a part of the school’s daily routine? How are the 
values of U.S. culture reflected in the messages conveyed in 
the Pledge? 


and appropriate behavior. In many communities, schools are 
expected to help solve social problems by educating children 
about violence, sex, drugs, intolerance, health, nutrition, and 
basic civility. As a result, a new cast of school employees— 
among them, student assistance counselors, violence preven- 
tion coordinators, health educators, and diversity trainers—is 
becoming increasingly important on the public school stage. 

Students also learn a great deal about national identity dur- 
ing the school day. Public schools in the United States adhere 
to a relatively standard set of patriotic rituals that identify both 
the school and its population as American. For example, many 
public school students recite the Pledge of Al- 
legiance each day and participate in school as- 
semblies to recognize national holidays such 
as Veterans Day and Memorial Day. One 
study suggests that the rapid spread of Ameri- 
can public schools since the nineteenth cen- 
tury was part of a broader process of nation 
building in which the school became the cen- 
tral arena for forging national solidarity and 
preparing future generations to be engaged 
citizens (Meyer et al. 1979). 

Schools also transmit fundamental social 
values connected to religious definitions of 


>) A Muslim girl in France arrives at school, 
where she must remove her headscarf before 
classes. What kinds of religious displays have you 
seen at schools in your community? Should they 
be permitted? Why or why not? 
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national identity. Consider how the Pledge of Allegiance, in re- 
ferring to “one nation under God” (a phrase inserted in 1954), 
emphasizes a religious basis for American identity. In contrast, 
public schools in France present a far more secular version of 
national identity, and religious displays are illegal in French 
public schools. Consequently—and controversially—Muslim 
girls are not permitted to wear headscarves in France’s public 
schools. 


Socialization Messages 
in Schools 


Schools teach about behavior and values in both formal in- 
struction and informal interactions between students and 
school officials. Brint and his colleagues (2001) identified five 
ways in which socialization messages are disseminated in U.S. 
primary schools: 


1. Teacher-initiated interactions with students 

2. Everyday classroom routines 

3. Student participation in schoolwide activities and programs 
4, Visual displays and oral rituals in public spaces 


5. Subject matter in the formal curriculum 


The authors found that the content of socialization messages 
outside the formal curriculum consists largely of traditional 
lessons about appropriate behavior. For example, most teacher- 
initiated interactions with students stress the importance of 
orderliness and effort, as when a teacher reminds students to 
“listen quietly when someone else is speaking” and to “finish 
on time.” Broader, schoolwide activities are likely to empha- 
size the values of participation and respect and include conflict 
resolution programs and public recognition of students for pos- 
itive contributions. Public spaces typically transmit messages 
that highlight the importance of obeying school rules and re- 
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specting authority—say, by means of a poster that reminds stu- 
dents to act responsibly or by requiring students’ silence during 
the principal’s morning announcements. 

Brint (2006) identifies three dimensions by which schools 
evaluate students, producing specific language for describing 
students who conform to their socialization messages: 


1. Behavior conformity. Daily life in schools is full of infor- 
mal instruction on proper behavior. For example, you must 
raise your hand and wait to be called on before speaking, 
and you must request permission to use the bathroom. 
School authorities call students who follow these rules 
“well disciplined.” 


2. Moral conformity. Schools train students to internalize 
values about what is moral, right, or proper (see the Through 
a Sociological Lens box on page 352). Teachers and school 
officials commonly emphasize the importance of “honesty, 
tolerance, courage, hard work, or fairness . . . [and] may 
also assign reading materials that illustrate the conse- 
quences of not being guided by these moral virtues” (Brint 
2006, 134). Students who appear to conform to these 
moral standards are generally regarded as “good” students. 


3. Cultural conformity. Schools also instruct students on 
what Brint calls “approved styles and outlooks”’—cultur- 
ally desirable behaviors and perspectives. These are likely 
to vary significantly by school setting. For example, large 
urban public schools may teach students how to get along 
in complex, rule-based organizations by completing assign- 
ments precisely as instructed by the teacher. In contrast, 
elite private schools are far more likely to encourage stu- 
dents to demonstrate their creative thinking by producing 
quirky projects that may even question the assumptions of 
a given assignment. Brint notes that those who conform 
to cultural styles are perceived to be “well adjusted” to the 
cultural expectations of their specific school environment. 


Mixed Messages 
About Socialization 


The values that schools teach are a dynamic mix of old and 
new. They reflect both the schools’ traditional interest in an 
orderly, achievement-oriented environment and wider, more 
recent social trends that encourage tolerance and respect for 
diversity. For example, formal instruction—including that in 
textbooks, assignments, and in-class lessons—now often em- 
phasizes respect for cultural diversity and the importance of 
inclusiveness. 

Sometimes conflicts arise within the community—or, more 
broadly, in the nation—about the mix of old and new mes- 
sages. Educational historian Jonathan Zimmerman’s Whose 
America? (2002) examines a series of longstanding conflicts 
over what public schools should teach about history, religion, 
and sexuality. Zimmerman shows that these conflicts are 
rooted in such deeply held beliefs that there seems to be little 
room for compromise or even discussion. For example, debates 
about prayer in school, demands to include creationist theories 
in science classes as an alternative to Darwin’s theory of evolu- 
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aN These elementary school students are learning math with the 
help of M&M's. Some teachers see this practice as a way to engage 
students in school, making math fun—and perhaps rewarding, too. 
When teachers use popular products like brand-name candy and 
pizza as rewards, what are students learning beyond addition and 
fractions? 


tion, and disagreements over whether and what to teach about 
sex and sexuality pit different worldviews, values, and under- 
standings of morality against one another. 

The point is that socialization in schools reflects specific his- 
torical and social circumstances. Disagreements about the val- 
ues children should learn have therefore made American public 
schools a site of ongoing political conflict. 

Beyond their role as agents of socialization, schools are 
commonly seen as engines of social mobility and economic 
opportunity. In the next section, we look at how sociologists 
describe and interpret the relationship between education and 
opportunity. 


Structure and 
Inequality 


Education is the great equalizer. If you want to get ahead 
in the world, the best route to success is through education, 
right? This is the official story, and it reflects the important 
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Tracing the Links Between Moral Authority 


and School Discipline 


high school teacher before returning to graduate school 
to study sociology, sociologist Richard Arum was keenly 
~~ aware of the complex problems facing public schools. As 
- Arum (2003) reports in the preface to his book Judging 
School Discipline, he taught in an urban public school system 
where disorder and violence were common. 

Arum recognized that most of the research literature and 
news media coverage of public schools focused on measures of 
educational achievement—test scores, dropout rates, college 
admissions statistics. For his part, Arum was concerned about 
the ability of a school “to foster moral development and suc- 
cessfully socialize youth in its charge” (p. viii). His interests were 
influenced by social theorist Emile Durkheim’s writings on moral 
education, by the longstanding public concern about ineffective 
school discipline, and by the increasing burdens schools must 
bear in an age when adults spend more time at work—and less 
time with their children. Arum set out to explore the relationship 
between school discipline and what he saw as a crisis in moral 
authority in U.S. schools. How have public schools lost their 
moral authority, Arum wondered? 

To focus his investigation, Arum turned his attention to the 
courts, specifically probing how court decisions might have 
contributed to a “decline in moral authority and the erosion 
of effective disciplinary practices in American public schools” 
(p. 4). Arum examined court data, along with data on thousands 
of schools from four national surveys that had studied school 
disciplinary practices, student and teacher perceptions of school 
discipline, and educational achievement. Arum and his graduate 
students used a computerized legal archive to identify more than 
6,000 relevant state and federal court cases that involved ques- 
tions of school discipline, and they employed a series of statisti- 
cal techniques to analyze the patterns in these cases. 

Arum’s analysis showed that some states had pro-school judi- 
cial climates (in which courts were more likely to rule in favor of 
schools) whereas other states had “pro-student” court climates 
(in which courts were more likely to rule in favor of students). He 
sought to identify whether these differing court climates affected 
how teachers and students act in school. He found that in pro- 
school judicial climates, teachers felt they had more classroom 
control and greater support for rule enforcement from their prin- 
cipals. In contrast, in pro-student climates, court rulings helped to 
undermine the legitimacy of school disciplinary practices because 
of the ever-present threat of lawsuits from parents and students. 

Applying his sociological training, Arum relied on Durkheim’s 
view of schools’ role in moral education to interpret these re- 


relationship between achievement in school and career op- 
portunities for adults. But education is not a simple equalizer. 
Not all people have the same educational opportunities, and 
research suggests that although schools sometimes reduce in- 
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sults. He noted that although pro-student court rulings were 
important in educating students about the core democratic 
rights of free expression and due process, these pro-student rul- 
ings also had significant unintended consequences. In particular, 
Arum argues that pro-student court decisions have been part of 
a broader weakening of the school as a respected institution and 
of the teacher as a legitimate authority—two shifts that make 

it much more difficult for schools and teachers to do their jobs 
of educating and socializing young people. Arum argues that 

his research suggests that courts and state legislatures need to 
expand the discretion and legal protections granted to teach- 
ers and school administrators so that they can develop effective 
disciplinary practices that will maintain order in schools—and be 
perceived by students and parents as legitimate. 


think about it 


1. Do you think schools should focus on moral development, rather 
than just academic achievement? Explain. 

2. Arum argues that schools have lost their “moral authority” and 
have experienced a decline in “effective disciplinary practices.” Do 
you agree? Was this your experience in high school? 


equality, they also sometimes reinforce it. In this section, we 
examine the ways schools sort people into different kinds of 
jobs, often perpetuating existing inequalities, and we probe the 
issue of why school structure matters for students and teachers. 
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Education and Income 


As Figure 13.1 shows, one thing is clear: those with more ed- 
ucation, on average, make more money. At each educational 
level, average income rises substantially for both men and 
women. In 2009, individuals with a bachelor’s degree had an 
average income almost three times higher than those who had 
not completed high school. 

There are exceptions to this link between education and in- 
come. You may have a neighbor who never went to college but 
has a very high income as a building contractor. Or you may 
know someone who completed graduate school but struggles 
on the salary of a part-time teacher. Despite such examples, the 
education-income link is well established and quite strong. As 
a general rule, the more education you have, the higher your 
income will be as an adult. 


Education and Social 
Mobility 


Education helps an individual get a better job with greater re- 
wards. It also substantially increases an individual’s chance of 
upward social mobility. The benefits of schooling may affect 
subsequent generations, as well. One recent study tracked the 
educational achievement of three generations over a thirty-year 
period and found that when women from disadvantaged back- 
grounds have the opportunity to attend college, their future 
children are more likely than the children of their peers who 
did not attend college to be successful in school and ultimately 
to complete college themselves (Attewell et al. 2007). How- 
ever, only about one-quarter of adults in the United States have 
completed college; by 2009, 27.5 percent of U.S. adults aged 25 
and over had a bachelor’s or graduate degree (see Figure 13.2). 


(> FIGURE 13.1 | 
EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT AND 
INCOME, MEN AND 
WOMEN AGED 25 
AND OVER, 2009 


Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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Although school achievement is a route to occupational suc- 
cess, the relationship among education, social mobility, and 
economic advancement is complex. As we saw earlier in this 
book, systems of stratification are made up of structural posi- 
tions, the rewards associated with each position, and the people 
who occupy these positions. Education can help an individual 
to advance within a stratified, unequal system, but it does little 
or nothing to reduce structural inequality itself. 

Suppose, for example, that we could give every working 
adult in the United States a college education. Would everyone 


Rig 
‘eo FIGURE 13.2 | EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, 
U.S. ADULTS AGED 25 AND OVER, 2005-2009 


Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2009b). 
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then advance to a better job? The answer is no for a couple of 
reasons. 

First, the value of a college education would plummet, be- 
cause a college degree would no longer be scarce. Indeed, con- 
sider that a college degree is valuable precisely because some 
people do not have one. As college degrees become increasingly 
common, graduate or specialized professional degrees become 
more necessary for career advancement. Second, even if every- 
one had a college degree, some people would still have to col- 
lect garbage, serve coffee, clean streets, and work as cashiers. 
There will always be a need for low-skill jobs that do not re- 
quire higher education. Changing the workforce’s level of edu- 
cation will not change this structural reality. 

What would reduce economic inequality, though, would 
be to change the rewards associated with different positions, 
perhaps by increasing wages at the bottom and raising taxes 
on top income earners. In other words, to reduce economic 
inequality, we need to pay attention to issues such as wages 
and taxes, not just education. Proving the point, in the United 
States today, a larger percentage of the population than ever 
has a college degree, yet economic inequality hovers at an all- 


time high. 


How Schools Reinforce Social 
and Economic Inequality 


Ironically, the schools themselves—the very institutions that so- 
ciety counts on to pave the way to opportunity and equality— 
reinforce social and economic inequality. They do so through 
various means, some of which are unintended. Social repro- 
duction theory explores the ways that schools help to reproduce 
systems of inequality. Social reproduction theorists argue that 
social and economic inequalities are built into the experience 
of schooling and the curriculum and inevitably result in un- 
equal educational opportunities. 


ACC RESOURCES In August 2010, the 
new Newton North High School in Newton, Massachusetts, 
opened its doors to student and teacher raves. This state-of-the- 
art complex houses two theaters, a student cafe, an Olympic- 
size swimming pool, tennis courts, indoor and outdoor tracks, 
and a climbing wall, in addition to 119 gleaming instructional 
areas. The price tag? $197.5 million (Thomas 2010). Mean- 
while, a few miles away in budget-strapped Boston, thousands 
of public high school students take classes in run-down old 
buildings. Poor sports facilities and insufficient gear put the 
schools’ student athletes at a disadvantage on the playing field 
(Hohler 2009). 

Perhaps the clearest reason that schools reproduce inequal- 
ity is their dramatically unequal access to financial resources. 
Jonathan Kozol’s (1991, 2005) account of daily life in public 
schools in poor neighborhoods features heartbreaking sto- 
ries of young children trying to do their best in crumbling, 
unsafe school buildings with overcrowded, windowless class- 
rooms and inadequate textbooks. Under such circumstances, 
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Learning environments can vary widely from one school district 
to another. Some schools in well-off communities, such as Newton 
North High School in Newton, Massachusetts, have state-of-the-art 
facilities (top). In some poor districts, however, schooling takes place 
in dilapidated—and often unsafe—buildings (bottom). How might 
differences in school facilities have an impact on educational oppor- 
tunities for students? 


academic achievement can be extremely difficult, and gradua- 
tion rates in many urban school districts are remarkably low, as 
Figure 13.3 illustrates. 

The money that could improve such deplorable conditions 
is scarce because public schools are funded primarily from lo- 
cal property taxes, so poor communities, by definition, have 
far fewer resources for their schools than wealthier commu- 
nities. Given these realities, children in well-off neighbor- 
hoods (like Newton) are far more likely to attend schools that 
spend more money on teachers, counselors, computers, labora- 
tories, educational materials, buildings, and playgrounds than 
schools in poorer districts (like many in Boston). From the 
starting gate, then, we have public schools that—because they 
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Source: Original data from Cities in Crisis 2009: Closing the Graduation Gap, Editorial 
Projects in Education Research Center (April 2009). 


reflect existing variations in the wealth of school districts— 
provide unequal opportunities (see the Sociology Matters box 
on page 356). 

The inequality of public schools’ financial resources is only 
the tip of the iceberg. Beyond this factor, some well-off families 
have the resources to send their children to elite private day 
schools or boarding schools. Here students not only receive ed- 
ucational advantages but also prepare for future power—mak- 
ing beneficial social connections, building up their self-esteem, 
and getting encouragement to see themselves as the leaders 
of tomorrow (Cookson and Persell 1985). Untold numbers of 
other children, including those whose families lack the finan- 
cial means for such privileged learning, do not have access to 
such educational opportunities. 

In addition, even as access to higher education continues 
to expand, the high cost of college and the enormous debt 
incurred by many families who struggle to afford college (see 
Table 13.2) mean that educational inequality persists from 
kindergarten through college. And the quality of a college edu- 
cation can vary significantly, as well, with more affluent and 
better-prepared students benefiting disproportionately from 
the nation’s best colleges and universities (see Figure 13.4 on 


page 357). 


SORTING BY CLASS School districts differ in far 


more subtle ways than just in their monetary resources. In 
their classic work Schooling in Capitalist America, Samuel 
Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976) argued that a key function 
of schools is to mold future workers. Thus, they said, part of 
schools’ job is to sort students by class, preparing them for dif- 
ferent kinds of jobs. 

A primary way that schools sort by class, according to 
Bowles and Gintis, is by teaching students class-specific lessons 
about authority. For instance, students in working-class com- 
munities are more likely to be taught about the importance 


COLLEGE COST AND STUDENT 


TABLE 13.2 
DEBT, 2008 
Average Percentage Average 
Price, of Students Debt for 

Type of Full-Time Graduating Graduating 
College Students With Debt Seniors 
Public 
four-year $18,900 62% $20,200 
Private, 
nonprofit $35,500 72% $27,650 
Private, 
for-profit $28,600 96% $33,050 


Sources: National Center for Education Statistics (2010); The Project on Student 
Debt (2010). 
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he public school system in Syosset, New York, a wealthy 

community in Long Island, offers students an incredibly rich 

curriculum: courses in seven foreign languages as well as 

American Sign Language, almost thirty advanced placement 
(AP) classes, and a nationally recognized arts education pro- 
gram. Public school students in Ilion, New York, an economically 
depressed community in upstate New York, by contrast, have 
far fewer curricular opportunities: courses in only one foreign 
language (Spanish), just four AP classes, and a financial situation 
that makes it difficult to purchase necessary equipment for sci- 
ence classes (New York Times 2011b). 

For Cassie Schwerner, program director at the Schott Founda- 
tion for Public Education, sociology provided a framework for 
thinking about how to challenge these educational inequities. In 
the 1980s and 1990s, Schwerner assisted school reform advocate 
Jonathan Kozol on his award-winning book Savage Inequalities. 
Kozol’s book contrasts the conditions between schools in poor 
neighborhoods and those in more affluent areas. 

Working with Kozol gave Schwerner a close-up view of what’s 
wrong with our public education system and showed her that the 
structure of school financing is a primary problem. Schwerner 
turned to her sociology background to map a route for equalizing 
school financing. In graduate school she had studied a variety of 
organized social change efforts, looking at how advocates work 
with media to define social issues and how activists build coali- 
tions. Schwerner’s doctoral dissertation, “Sing a Song of Justice,” 
examined initiatives to build multicultural organizations for so- 
cial change. Schwerner paid particular attention to the complex 
relationships among race and class differences. 

Since she joined the Schott Foundation in 1997, Schwerner has 
worked to organize and fund the Fair Funding Initiative, which 
seeks to bring racial and fiscal equity to public schools in New 
York state. She was a prominent participant in the Campaign 
for Fiscal Equity (CFE), a grassroots New York City organization 
dedicated to ensuring that adequate resources and opportunities 
are available for all schoolchildren, regardless of their place of 
residence or their parents’ income. 

The CFE went to court to challenge New York state’s school 
financing, arguing that the current system was unfair and inad- 
equate and led to schools that could not properly serve students 
in poorer communities. The problems were especially acute in 
New York City, where more than 85 percent of the students are 
African Americans, Latinos, or other racial or ethnic minorities. 
Schwerner, building on her sociological background and her 


of obedience and following directions. This emphasis prepares 
them for working at the lower levels of an organization, in jobs 
that encourage compliance and often permit little autonomy. 
In contrast, children from more privileged communities gen- 
erally attend high schools (and, later, colleges) that encourage 
creativity, innovation, and independent-mindedness. This edu- 
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research on coalition building, guided the CFE in forging alli- 
ances among community, school, and parent organizations and 
helped to organize the funding community to support the reform 
campaign. 

In 2006, after a protracted court battle, New York state 
agreed to a settlement of $11 billion for new school construc- 
tion. Then in 2007, the state legislature voted to enact a major 
increase in state aid to public schools, along with other reforms, 
such as smaller class sizes and initiatives to improve teacher 
quality. Throughout this multiyear campaign, Schwerner and 
the Schott Foundation supported the CFE financially and 
strategically. 

In 2007 the Schott Foundation received a Critical Impact 
Award from the Council on Foundations for its work with the 
CFE. The award recognizes “those who truly make a difference 
[and] ... enhance the common good.” Schott was recognized for 
its effort to reform New York City’s public schools, working to 
restructure the school finance system to guarantee a basic edu- 
cation for all students. 


think about it 


1. In what tangible ways might the New York City public schools 
improve as a result of the state legislature’s 2007 reforms? 


2. What challenges and obstacles do you think are likely to remain 
after the school reforms are implemented? Why? 
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cational focus trains students to deal with authority in ways 
that are more suited to future managers and executives. 
Teaching styles and subject-matter curricula are also likely 
to vary according to students’ class status. Rigidly structured, 
discipline-oriented instructional methods—such as those fea- 
turing military-style boot-camp principles and a curriculum 
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focused exclusively on preparation for end-of-year state tests— 
are increasingly common in schools that serve students from 
poor communities. In contrast, teaching methods that em- 
phasize collaborative exploration and self-discovery are found 
far more often in wealthy public school districts and selective 
private schools. Furthermore, public schools in working-class 
and poor communities are far more likely to feature vocational 
and technical classes, whereas public schools in higher-income 
communities are more likely to include arts education, a wider 
range of academic subject areas beyond the state-mandated 
core classes, and opportunities to pursue college-level courses. 


CREDENTIALING Universities, colleges, and profes- 
sional schools play a vital role in what sociologists call cre- 
dentialing, the process whereby individuals with advanced edu- 
cational degrees and formal certificates monopolize access to the 
most rewarding jobs. According to sociologist Randall Collins 
(1979), educational certification is so important for future ca- 
reer opportunities that the United States is in effect a “creden- 
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tial society.” This state of affairs helps 
to explain the often-intense compe- 
tition for limited slots in select col- 
leges and universities and why degree 
holders are quick to highlight their 
recognized credentials. Inequality is 
built into the credentialing system 
because the value of educational cre- 
dentials stems to some degree from 
limited access to these credentials. 


CULTURAL CAPITAL Peo- 


ple across the various levels of a so- 
ciety have unequal access to cultural 
resources, and schools respond to— 
and help to reproduce—these differ- 
ences. As we saw in Chapter 9, cul- 
tural capital refers to various types 
of knowledge, skills, and other cultural 
resources. Sociologists recognize that 
high-status groups use knowledge, 
taste, preferences, and styles to sig- 
nal their status and to exclude oth- 
ers from their social circles (Bourdieu 
and Passeron 1977). For example, 
knowledge of classical music or fine 
art, opportunities for study abroad, 
and experience with diverse cuisines 
are forms of cultural capital. Such 
knowledge, experiences, and tastes 
provide people with advantages in 
high-status social networks, whether 
on the job, in school, or in more in- 
formal settings. Cultural capital can 
serve as both a ticket to enter high- 
status groups and a sign of one’s 
membership. 

Cultural capital gives students ad- 
vantages in school. It prepares them 
to fit in with others, to understand what schools expect from 
successful students, and to use their cultural knowledge for 
higher grades. Furthermore, sociologists have shown that par- 
ents cultural capital can have a significant impact on their chil- 
dren’s educational opportunities and experiences. Kaufman 
and Gabler’s (2004) study of the college admissions process in 
the United States found that the cultural activities of parents 
help to explain which students ultimately attend elite colleges. 
Specifically, students with parents who visit art museums regu- 
larly are far more likely to attend an elite college than students 
whose parents do not, even when the students themselves are 
not regular museum-goers. Parents not only transmit their cul- 
tural capital to their daughters and sons, but also use it to help 
their children secure future membership in advantaged groups. 

Parental cultural capital—or lack of it—can also signifi- 
cantly shape younger children’s early educational experiences. 
Adrian Blackledge (2001) found that immigrant Bangladeshi 
mothers in England did not have the appropriate forms of 
cultural capital to help their children with schoolwork, even 
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though the mothers were concerned about their children's edu- 
cation. These women worked hard to teach their children Ben- 
gali, the language of their home country, but 
did not have sufficient command of English 
to help with their kids’ homework. As a re- 
sult, the moms could not live up to teachers’ 
expectations for appropriate parental involve- 
ment, and school officials concluded that they 
were not committed to their children’s educa- 
tion. In Blackledge’s view, these mothers had 
the “wrong” kind of cultural capital—knowl- 
edge of Bengali but not English—to the det- 
riment of their children’s current educational 
experiences and future job opportunities. 

Contemporary education experts stress 
the importance of parents’ involvement 
with teachers and officials at their children’s 
schools. Lareau and Weininger (2003), for ex- 
ample, argue that middle-class parents have 
real advantages over working-class parents in 
fulfilling educators’ expectations in this regard. Specifically, 
middle-class parents have forms of cultural capital that make 
it far easier for them to engage actively with educators and are 
far more likely to be comfortable with educational jargon. Fur- 
ther, these parents display a sense of entitlement and a confi- 
dence that they can advocate strongly for their children. Such 
attitudes are far less common among working-class parents. 

Lareau and Weininger contrast the experiences of two 
families—the Marshalls, a middle-class African American 
family living in a wealthy suburban community, and the Car- 
rolls, a poor African American family living in a public hous- 
ing project—to highlight the significance of cultural capital 
in school settings. Although the parents in both families be- 
lieved that they should connect with their children’s schools to 
encourage their kids’ academic success, they were not equally 
equipped to do so. The mother of ten-year-old Tara Carroll 
was not familiar with common educational jargon and was of- 
ten unsure of what school officials expected of parents. When 
Tara’s mother interacted with teachers and school administra- 
tors, she was more inclined to defer to their authority than to 
challenge it by actively advocating for her child. In contrast, 
ten-year-old Stacey Marshall’s parents did not hesitate to in- 
tervene on Stacey’s behalf. The Marshalls not only asserted the 
legitimacy of advocacy with school officials to promote their 
child’s interests, but also trained Stacey on how best to advo- 
cate for herself. Lareau and Weininger argue that these dis- 
tinctive approaches to school reflect—and help to reproduce— 
differences in cultural capital. 


RACIAL SEGREGATION In 1954 the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that racial school 
segregation, the separation of students into exclusively white and 
exclusively black public schools, was unconstitutional. The Court 
declared, “In the field of public education, the doctrine of ‘sep- 
arate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are 
inherently unequal.” 

More than a half-century later, however, U.S. public schools 
are still remarkably segregated (see Map 13.2). After desegre- 


gation efforts during the 1960s and 1970s, a process of reseg- 
regation began in the late 1980s that continued into the early 
2000s. By the 2003-2004 school year, approxi- 
mately three-quarters (73 percent) of black 
students attended schools with a student body 
made up primarily of minority students. More 
than one-third (38 percent) of black students 
attended schools where 90 percent to 100 per- 
cent of students were racial minorities (Orfield 
and Lee 2006). These numbers show that racial 
segregation in schools in the early 2000s was 
nearly as extreme as it had been in the 1960s. 

Why did resegregation happen? Research 
shows that racial segregation in schools results 
in large part from residential segregation and is 
associated closely with concentrations of pov- 
erty. Since neighborhoods are typically segre- 
gated by race, local schools often reflect these 
patterns, as well. In addition, the rise of char- 
ter schools, magnet schools, and other “school 
choice” programs (discussed later in this chapter) appears to 
have magnified racial segregation because white families are far 
more likely to take their children out of multiracial neighbor- 
hood schools when they find other options. 

The quality of education at segregated schools—and its im- 
pact on achievement—is also an issue. According to Gary Or- 
field, the leading scholar of contemporary school segregation, 
racially segregated schools “have less qualified, less experienced 
teachers, lower levels of peer group competition, more limited 
curricula taught at less challenging levels, more serious health 
problems, much more turnover of enrollment, and many other 
factors that seriously affect academic achievement” (Orfield 
and Lee, 2006, 29). One study of college freshman found that 
even the most successful students from racially segregated 
schools—those who went on to attend highly selective colleges 
and universities—were less prepared, both academically and 
socially, for college life than were similar students from racially 
integrated schools (Massey and Fischer 2006). 

The effects of segregated schools are likely to extend beyond 
issues of academic achievement. For example, a recent study 
found that minority students in racially segregated schools are 
far more likely, as adults, to spend time in prison or jail than 
are their counterparts at integrated schools, and the incarcera- 
tion rate for black students in segregated schools has increased 
over time (LaFree and Arum 2006). 

Even so, some research suggests that, under certain cir- 
cumstances, there may be some benefits to racially segregated 
schools. One study found that in schools with predominantly 
minority students and predominantly minority teachers, stu- 
dents were more optimistic about their post-high school 
educational opportunities and future job prospects and had 
more positive attitudes about teachers and schools than did 
minority students in predominantly white schools (Goldsmith 
2004). Although such positive attitudes do not erase the school 
achievement gap between minority and white students, they 
do promote the confidence needed for academic success. 

Similarly, historically black colleges and universities—in- 
cluding Howard University, Morehouse College, Spelman 
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Probability that a black 
student has white classmates 


HB Less than 10% 

BI 20%-40% 

BN 40%-60% 

BBY 60%-80% 

Peay More than 80% 

faxiy No data or no black students 


a MAP 13.2 | RACIAL SEGREGATION IN U.S. SCHOOLS, 2000 


In the most racially segregated school districts, shown in orange, there is a less than 10 percent probability that black and 
white children will share the same classroom. Source: Elizabeth Anderson and Jeffrey Jones, “Racial segregation in education: Black/white school 
segregation, 2000.” Map adapted from the New York Times, April 2, 2000, p. A5. Retrieved from The Geography of Race in the United States web site, http:// 
www.umich.edu/~lawrace/schoolsegregation1.htm. Courtesy of Elizabeth Anderson, University of Michigan. 


College, and Tuskegee University, among more than 100 such 
schools—have served for generations as sources of educational 
opportunity for African Americans when they were excluded 
from many private and public colleges and universities. Even 
today, when many colleges and universities actively pursue a 
diverse student body, historically black colleges and universi- 
ties offer African American students a learning environment 
that supports confidence building and academic achievement 
and that establishes social networks for subsequent job oppor- 
tunities (Brown and Davis 2001). 


Schools as Complex 
Organizations 


Schools are complex organizations that are shaped by policies 
and rules, their own organizational histories, and powerful so- 
cial forces. To understand what happens in schools, why, and 


with what consequences, we need to consider how the size and 
organizational structure of schools influence the educational 
process. 


SCHOOL SIZE In one study, education scholars Valerie 
Lee and Julia Smith (1995) distinguished between schools or- 
ganized as a bureaucracy and those organized as a community, 
and they show that these two structural forms are related to 
school size. Large schools are typically bureaucratic organiza- 
tions structured along traditional, hierarchical lines, with teach- 
ers reporting to administrators. They usually have a uniform 
curriculum, and information is sent home to parents about how 
best to help their children. In contrast, small schools are more 
likely to have a communal organization that gives teachers time 
to plan lessons together, emphasizes curricular flexibility and 
cooperative learning, and actively involves parents. 

Does school size affect students’ level of achievement and 
engagement? School size does matter. In their study of high 


thinking aboutgstructure 


Why might students engage more, and learn more, if they attend a school with a communal 
structure? What structure did your grade school and high school have, 
and how did that structure affect your learning? 
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school sophomores, Lee and Smith (1995) found that students 
in smaller schools with a communal structure learn more and 
are more tuned in to their courses. But a communal organiza- 
tional structure is far easier to implement in small schools than 
large ones. ‘The lesson for school reformers might be that small 
schools make meaningful organizational restructuring a real 
possibility. 


TRACKING Many schools adopt formal or informal 
structures of tracking, placing students into different curricu- 
lar paths intended to accommodate varying levels of academic 
work. lracking systems allow schools to manage students with 
widely varying skills and interests. Sometimes these tracks are 
rigid, with some students on a college-prep track and others on 
a vocational or jobs-skills track. In other situations, the tracks 
are informal and involve various courses labeled as remedial, 
general, advanced, AP, or honors. 

Tracking was a common feature of U.S. high schools 
through the mid-1960s. But concerns arose that tracking was 
an obstacle to social mobility—that tracks locked students into 
a particular path from an early grade and limited future educa- 
tional and work opportunities for those not on a college-prep 
track. Given these concerns, most U.S. high schools eliminated 
or substantially modified their tracking procedures between 
1965 and 1975, according to Sam Lucas (1999). Lucas found, 
however, that even when the tracking barriers were removed 
and students were permitted to take a wider range of classes in 
high school, course placement was not based on prior achieve- 
ment in a subject area. Instead, parents from economically ad- 
vantaged families, who had more information about curricular 
choices, acted to have their children placed in more advanced 
courses. ‘Thus, although in some schools formal tracking sys- 
tems may be a thing of the past, informal curricular tracks, 
reinforced by class and educational differences among parents, 
remain an organizational reality. 

Researchers have examined how the informal tracking 
structure that persists in U.S. high schools might affect aca- 
demic achievement. In general, they have found that students 
in “higher” tracks learn more than students with similar abili- 
ties in “lower” tracks. Carbonaro (2005) examined the rela- 
tionship between school structure (the learning opportunities 
in each curricular track) and student action (the degree of 
student effort) with an eye to understanding how both struc- 
ture and action shape academic achievement. He found that 
action—in this case, student effort—matters. Those who work 
harder learn more and are more successful, as measured by 
grades and test scores. 

However, the tracking structure itself remains a significant 
factor in shaping both effort and learning. Students in higher 
tracks generally put more effort into their school work than 
do students in lower tracks, Even when students in lower-track 
classes apply a great deal of effort, they still learn less than 
comparable students in higher-track classes. In other words, 
effort matters, but the tracking structure exerts a powerful 
constraint, limiting the potential of hard work for students in 
lower academic tracks and rewarding those who work hard in 
higher tracks. ‘The lesson from these findings: we need to pay 


attention to students’ effort while recognizing that the action 
students take is shaped by a tracking structure that influences 
their effort, expectations, and opportunities to learn. 


Educational Issues 
and Trends 


Shifts in the economy, advances in digital technologies, an in- 
flux of immigrants, and political change have had an impact 
on the U.S. educational landscape. In this section, we look 
briefly at some educational challenges confronting citizens and 
policymakers. 


Accountability 
for Basic Skills 
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), passed by the U.S. 


Congress in 2001, aimed to make schools more accountable for 
student performance. NCLB’s best-known provision requires 
schools to test all children in reading and math each year from 
grades three through eight. Researchers refer to these exami- 
nations as high-stakes tests because student performance on 
them is tied to federal school funding. Low test scores over 
a multiyear period can have consequences for school systems: 
students may be sent to other public schools, teachers and ad- 
ministrators may be fired, or the school might be turned over 
to a private company for wholesale restructuring. 

Supporters of NCLB argue that this kind of testing regime 
will push schools with low test scores to perform better and 
will help to address inequalities in academic achievement. So- 
ciologists of education emphasize, however, that a successful ap- 
proach to school reform must pay careful attention to outside 
social forces. Understanding differences in academic perfor- 
mance requires an examination of broader patterns of inequality 
affecting access to health care, housing, job opportunities, ad- 
equate income, and supportive communities (Karen 2005). 


Bilingual Education 


U.S. schools are home to students from diverse backgrounds, 
including a growing number of children for whom English 
is not their first language. For children in the early years of 
elementary school, school policies often emphasize English 
language acquisition with the expectation that younger stu- 
dents will quickly become fluent in English. However, English 
language instruction for new immigrant students in middle 
school or high school is often far more complex. 

Since the 1970s, Americans have passionately debated the 
value of bilingual education, in which students receive instruc- 
tion in both their first language and English. Although some 
organized immigrant groups have pressed for robust bilingual 


programs, opposition to bilingual education grew in the early 
2000s. Voters in several states, including California, Arizona, 
and Massachusetts, supported ballot initiatives that largely 
eliminated bilingual education programs. At the same time, 
the number of English language learners, as students who are 
not proficient in English are called, was growing rapidly. The 
U.S. Department of Education (Aud et al. 2010) reports that, 
today, 21 percent of school-age children in the United States 
speak a language other than English at home, and 5 percent 
of five to seventeen year olds have difficulty speaking English. 

Research points to the complexity of the questions raised 
by bilingual education advocates 
and critics. For example, in his 
study of children of immigrants in 
Florida and California, sociologist 
Alejandro Portes (2011) observed 
a “positive association between bi- 
lingualism and better academic 
performance” (p. 569). Portes also 
identified benefits of bilingualism 
beyond academic performance; bi- 
lingual high school students had 
higher self-esteem and higher edu- 
cational aspirations than similarly 
situated monolingual children of 
immigrants. Despite these positive 
findings, however, other research indicates that immigrants 
who do not achieve English language proficiency are more 
likely to drop out of high school and to have lower incomes 
than their counterparts who learn English (Bleakley and Chin 
2004; White and Kaufman 1997). 

Much of the debate ultimately centers on whether bilingual 
programs help or hinder students’ capacity to learn English 
and other subjects in school. One study of elementary school 
students in New York City (Conger 2010) found that students 
in bilingual programs may learn English less quickly than 
students in English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. At 
the same time, however, evidence indicates that non-English- 
speaking students learn science, math, and history more effec- 
tively in bilingual programs than in English-only classrooms. 
One five-year study of Spanish-speaking elementary school 
students in the United States found that bilingual and English- 
immersion classrooms were equally effective at teaching chil- 
dren to read English proficiently, concluding that the quality 
(rather than language) of instruction is what matters most 


(Slavin et al. 2010). 


School Choice and the 
Debate Over Charter Schools 


The vast majority of U.S. elementary and secondary school stu- 
dents (89 percent) go to public schools. In most such cases, 
place of residence limits families’ options about which school 
their children can attend. 

One longstanding school reform approach revolves around 
the concept of school choice, various policies that give fami- 


lies options for deciding which school their children will attend. 
School choice advocates argue that granting parents the power 
to choose where their children are schooled will produce com- 
petition among public schools that creates incentives for posi- 
tive reform. Critics of these policies argue that market-oriented 
school choice programs undermine the integrity of the public 
education system and further benefit already advantaged fami- 
lies who have access to better information about educational 
options for their children. 

Perhaps the most talked-about school reform initiative in 
the early 2000s has been the development of charter schools, 
public schools run by an organiza- 
tion independent from local school 
districts. As part of their char- 
ter from state government, these 
schools are exempt from some rules 
and regulations that govern typi- 
cal public schools. Charter schools 
have expanded dramatically since 
they first appeared in the 1990s. By 
2010, charter schools were operat- 
ing in forty states and Washing- 
ton, D.C., and there are more than 
4,400 charter schools in the United 
States, with a total of 1.3 million 
students (Aud et al. 2010). In light 
of these schools’ autonomy from state regulations and school 
district authorities, some reformers believe that charter schools 
can develop innovative approaches to teaching and learning— 
and thus can genuinely offer families a local and public choice, 
especially in communities with low-performing public schools. 

Large-scale research on learning outcomes of students en- 
rolled in charter schools, however, presents a mixed picture. 
Some studies have found no difference in the academic perfor- 
mance of charter school and public school students, whereas 
other studies have reported that students admitted to charter 
schools performed better than public school students who ap- 
plied to but did not attend charter schools (Renzulli and Ro- 
scigno 2011). The most comprehensive examination of char- 
ter schools, published by the U.S. Department of Education 
(Braun, Jenkins, and Grigg 2006), found that, on average, 
charter school students’ test scores were /ower than public 
school students’ scores in both reading and math. In addi- 
tion, one national study found that the creation of new charter 
schools is often associated with an increase in racial segregation 
among schools (Renzulli and Evans 2005). 


The Online Classroom 


Today’s digital technologies mean that education no longer 
has to take place in the physical space of a school building. 
In recent years, higher education has moved online at a rapid 
pace. The largest private university in the United States is the 
University of Phoenix, a for-profit online institution with over 
400,000 students. The Chronicle of Higher Education (2010) es- 
timates that the number of college students enrolled in online- 
only programs jumped from 780,000 in 2004 to 2.14 million 
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U.S. schoolchildren in the mid- and late-twentieth century 
experienced their formal education in traditional classrooms. 
Students sat tall at desks arranged in neat rows and focused 
on the teacher at the front of the room. Today, with ongoing 
advances in computer and media technology, as well as in 
online teaching and learning resources, learners from grade- 
schoolers to graduate students have a world of information at 
their fingertips. 
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in 2009, and the Chronicle projects the size of the online-only 
college population to rise to nearly 4 million by 2014. By 2009, 
more than 5 million college students, representing 29 percent 
of the total population of U.S. college students, had taken at 
least one online course (Allen and Seaman 2010). 

Online education has made it easier for working adults to 
earn a college credential by making travel to the school site un- 
necessary and providing scheduling flexibility. But proponents 
of online courses point to more than just the flexibility they of 
fer working adult students—who are often juggling family ob- 
ligations in addition to a job and school. These supporters say 


that online learning makes college more accessible to students 
from a wider range of backgrounds, saves students and univer- 
sities money, allows students to earn a degree faster, and helps 
universities manage demand for limited classroom space (Parry 
2010). Questions abound regarding the quality and rigor of 
online education, the degree of student effort required for on- 
line classes, and the training of faculty to use innovative online 
teaching tools effectively. 

Even as online learning opportunities make a college educa- 
tion more widely accessible, the growth in online college pro- 
grams may be producing a two-tier system of higher education. 
To date, little comparative research has examined the learning 
outcomes of online versus face-to-face education. Nonethe- 
less, one highly regarded survey of academic leaders from more 
than 2,500 colleges and universities found that the academic 
reputation of online learning is improving. By 2010, almost 
two-thirds of the academic leaders rated online education as 
“at least as good” as a traditional classroom. Still, about one- 
third of academic leaders judge distance learning to be infe- 
rior to face-to-face instruction. Concern about the quality of 
online education is far greater at schools that offer exclusively 
traditional classroom instruction—and these schools dispro- 
portionately are highly selective private colleges (Allen and 
Seaman 2010). Elite private colleges are likely to retain their 
focus on traditional classroom instruction, providing one-on- 
one mentoring and academic guidance that is largely absent 
from online programs. 


and Power 


Work experiences are incredibly diverse. Some people work at 
home; others go to an office, a factory, or a retail store; and still 
others report to a different job site every day. Some people work 
for large companies with staff all around the globe, others work 
for small businesses with only a handful of employees in one 
location, and still other people are self-employed. 

Sociologists who study work examine both the specificity of 
individual work experiences and the shared features of diverse 
workplaces. As we will see, broad social and structural forces 
shape people’s work lives, and work is a source of inequality in 
the distribution of both status and income. In addition, work- 
places teach people profound lessons about how power works 
(see the Sociology Works box). 


Occupational Structure and 
Status Attainment 


Work and socioeconomic status are closely connected. Dif 
ferences in pay help to produce, and to reinforce, inequalities 
of income and wealth. These financial disparities have far- 
reaching effects, since high earners are much more likely than 
low earners to live in upscale neighborhoods and to pass on 
the rewards of their pay to their children (see Table 13.3 on 
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Kimberly Jones and Educ. 


7 imberly Jones didn’t plan to major in sociology, but she 
£._ has found her sociological training and imagination to be a 
~%\ valuable resource in her job. The recipient of a bachelor’s 
"degree in sociology from Cornell University in 2006, Jones 
works in McGraw-Hill’s Reading Department, where she collabo- 
rates with the editorial team that develops K-12 reading text- 
books and creates online learning tools for elementary school 
teachers and students. Jones was unfamiliar with the sociologi- 
cal perspective until she took Sociology 101, through which she 
became intrigued by sociology’s emphasis on the relationship 
between the individual and society. 

Jones’s sociology courses trained her to be a careful and criti- 
cal reader, learning how to extract important information from 
articles and books, what she describes as an essential skill in 
her work. However, becoming a thoughtful reader was only the 
first step. As Jones gained confidence in talking with classmates 
and instructors in the sociology classroom 
about their readings, she developed vital 
communication skills, including the abil- 
ity to present her own ideas about a text 
and to listen attentively to and absorb 
different perspectives on that same text. 

As for the discipline itself, Jones notes that 
sociology helped her open her eyes and ears 
to different ways of thinking about issues, a vital skill in all realms 
of public life. These various communication and critical thinking 
skills are essential components of a sociological imagination. 

Sociology also gave Jones strong writing and analytical skills— 
valuable assets in any workplace. In describing the ways her soci- 
ology education has been helpful in her career, Jones stresses the 
importance of writing assignments that required her to examine 
sociological theory critically. As a sociology major, Jones explains, 
“you'll learn how to compose well-written essays in which you 
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page 364). As we saw earlier in this chapter, these rewards in- 
clude the wider educational opportunities that are dispropor- 
tionately more available to high-income families. 

One of the oldest traditions in the sociology of work focuses 
on status attainment, the process by which people come to occupy 
a certain level in a social hierarchy. Status attainment research 
examines the economic and educational factors that shape an 
individual’s life chances, particularly one’s adult occupation. 
The classic work in this approach is Blau and Duncan’s The 
American Occupational Structure (1967), which mapped the 


Elder care is a rapidly growing field. Some elder-care providers 
work in residential facilities such as nursing homes and assisted liv- 
ing facilities, whereas others are home health care aides who tend to 
senior citizens in their own residences. What kind of pay and ben- 
efits do you think is typical of jobs in the health care sector? 


“With some creativity 
and courage, your sociology 
degree can take you wherever 
you want to go.” 


build and defend your argu- 
ments with an engaging style. 
Learning all of these skills will 
take you far as a student”—and 
in a future career. 
Jones focused her study 
of sociology on business and 
organizations. Her courses 
taught her a great deal about 
what happens beneath the 
surface in the workplace. For 
example, Jones learned that 
there are often complex power 
dynamics in an office setting 
and that a person’s official job 
title doesn’t always align with 
his or her power on the job. The ability to 
recognize these dynamics and to respect 
the knowledge that low-ranking adminis- 
trative staff often have in the day-to-day 
activities of the workplace has helped 
Jones successfully navigate a fast-paced 
and competitive work world. Ultimately, 
Jones observes, there are “endless possibili- 
ties as a sociology major.” 


Kimberly Jones 


1. How are strong communication skills—the ability to listen, speak, 
and write effectively—helpful in one’s work life? 


2. How do you think the ability to recognize the complex workplace 
power dynamics that Jones describes can be helpful in navigating 
the work world? 
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AVERAGE HOURLY EARNINGS, 
U.S. CIVILIAN WORKERS, 2009 


TABLE 13.3 


Average Hourly 


Job Category Earnings (US$) 
Management, business, and financial 37.77 
Professional 32.14 
Installation, maintenance, and repair 21.20 
Construction and extraction 20.98 
Sales 17.13 
Production 16.16 
Office and administrative support 16.01 
Transportation and aeeertel moving 15.54 
Service 12.01 
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010b). 


patterns in U.S. work life. 
Blau and Duncan found 
that the circumstances 
that lead some people into 
high-status or high-paying 
jobs, and others into lower- 
status or low-paying jobs, 
are not based primarily 
on merit. Instead, the two 
researchers found that fac- 
tors such as parents’ education, 
race, and community of residence were major determinants of 
a person's adult job and earnings. 

Blau and Duncan’s research was part of a broader trend 
within American sociology to understand the roots of socio- 
economic inequality and to evaluate the degree of social mobil- 
ity in contemporary societies. Much of this research focuses on 
people's work lives because work plays such a significant role in 
shaping how—and often where—we live. 


Oy Te aly 


on social theory 


According to the conflict 
approach, groups with more power 
in a society have an advantage in 
acquiring good jobs. Think of the 
job you eventually hope to obtain. 
What factors determine that job’s 
prestige and earnings? 


Occupational Prestige 
and Job Satisfaction 


Work-related inequalities extend beyond income disparity. An 
individual’s job is also a source of his or her social status, and 
some jobs are widely perceived to have higher status than oth- 
ers. Income and status levels of jobs do not always go together. 
Some jobs are high paying yet not high status; others are high 
status but not particularly high paying. 

We are usually aware of these work-based status differences, 


and we may respond to people in ways that reflect their (or our) 


occupational status. For example, you probably are willing to 


MOST PRESTIGIOUS 


merr 13-* OCCUPATIONS, 2009 


Percentage of U.S. Adults Who 
Regard Occupation as Carrying 


Rank Occupation “Very Great Prestige” 

T Frefghter 
Bem accent nig yee” — 
3 Doctor ae ee 
4 Nurse Lal , om —— 
5 Military Ofacer ee = oe 
6 Teacher ie a he ae 
7. Police officer . 4 ee Te 
8 Priest/minister/clergy ) ome ayes i: 
9 Engineer . ‘ “as " #7) 
10 Farmer ; re a aa 


Source: HarrisInteractive (2009). 


wait patiently for a doctor who is running late to see you, even 
when you have an appointment for a specific time. But you are 
probably not going to be as patient if you must wait for help 
from a store clerk or an insurance agent. Because the profes- 
sion of doctor is among the most prestigious jobs in the United 
States, you are more willing to wait for the doctor’s attention 
than you are for that of people—such as store clerks and insur- 
ance agents—whose jobs do not carry the same high status. 

Various surveys measure what researchers call occupational 
prestige, collective attitudes about the status of various jobs. The 
measure is based on surveys that ask people to rate their view 
of the prestige of different jobs. In 2009, respondents to one 
survey in the United States ranked scientist, doctor, and nurse 
among the most prestigious jobs (see Table 13.4). 

Sociologists also study what makes people happy with their 
work. A key assumption of their research is that job satisfac- 
tion—the degree to which a person is content in his or her job—is 
an integral part of one’s overall happiness or well-being. Re- 
search shows a connection between occupational prestige and 
job satisfaction, but the link is not as strong as you might ex- 
pect. A recent study found that about one-third of people with 
low-prestige jobs are “very satisfied” with their work and that 
more than half of those with high-status jobs are “very satis- 
fied” (Smith 2007). However, as Table 13.5 shows, the jobs 
with the highest levels of satisfaction are not the same as the 
ones with the highest status. So holding a high-status job is 
no guarantee of job satisfaction. Research on job satisfaction is 
more focused on Jevels of satisfaction than on the reasons why 
people are satisfied—or not—with their work. Still, recent sur- 
vey research indicates that “the most satisfying jobs are mostly 
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TABLE13.5 JOB SATISFACTION IN 


THE UNITED STATES 


Top Occupations 
in Job Satisfaction 


Bottom Occupations 
in Job Satisfaction 


1. Clergy 1. Roofers 


2. Physical therapists 2. Waiters/servers 


3. Firefighters 3. Laborers, except in 
construction 

4. Education administrators 4. Bartenders 

5. Painters, sculptors, and 5. Hand packers and 


related artists 


packagers 
6. Teachers 6. Freight, stock, and 


material handlers 
7. Authors 7. Apparel clothing 


salespersons 


8. Psychologists 8. Cashiers 


9. Special education teachers 9. Food preparers 


10. Operating engineers 10. Expediters 

n. Office supervisors nn. Butchers and meat 
cutters 

12. Security and financial 12. Furniture/home 


services salespersons furnishing salespersons 


Source: Smith (2007) 


professions, especially those involving caring for, teaching, and 
protecting others and creative pursuits” (Smith 2007, 1). 


The Gender Gap at Work 


A central concern for sociologists who study work is the gender 
division of labor, differences between men and women in access 
to jobs. One result of the gender division of labor is that, his- 
torically, men have monopolized higher-paying jobs and have 
therefore earned more money than women. Although the pay 
gap between men and women in the United States has closed 
considerably since 1980, the difference between their earnings 
remains significant. In 2009 the median income for women 
who worked full time for a full year was 77 percent of men’s 
median income (see Figure 13.5). 

As we saw in Chapter 11, sociologists seek to understand the 
diverse sources and the dynamics of the gender wage gap. One 
underlying factor is gender socialization, which likely steers 
girls and young women toward often lower-paying jobs such 
as preschool teacher and receptionist while encouraging boys 
and young men to enter higher-paying occupations such as 
engineer and architect. After marriage, moreover, women are 


much more likely than men to leave the workforce to care for 
children, a pattern again reflecting a cultural value. 

Another part of the explanation for the gender division of 
labor is discrimination. Peterson and Saporta (2004) identify 
three different types of discrimination that might explain the 
persistent inequality in earnings between men and women: 


1. Allocative discrimination: Patterns in processes of hiring 
and promotion that place women in lower-paying jobs 
than men. 

2. Within-job wage discrimination: lhe practice of giving 
women lower pay than men for doing the same job at the 
same firm. 


3. Valuative discrimination: The devaluation and lower 
compensation of occupations dominated by women in 
comparison to those dominated by men, even though simi- 
lar skills may be required. 


Peterson and Saporta report that within-job wage discrimi- 
nation is not a significant contributor to the gender wage gap 
but that valuative discrimination is. For this reason, advocacy 
groups working on behalf of equal pay for women emphasize 
the concept of comparable worth, a2 commitment to setting 
salaries for different job titles based on their value to an employer, 
regardless of the typical gender of those working in such jobs. In 
addition, Peterson and Saporta find that allocative discrimina- 
tion is also a factor; the key moment that produces lower wages 
is the point of initial hiring, when women are typically offered 
jobs that are lower in pay and status than men. 

The gender wage gap is not just a problem in low-wage or 
low-skill jobs. Even among the most highly trained workers, 
earning differences persist between men and women. A tre- 
cent study of University of Michigan Law School graduates 
showed that male and female lawyers earn about the same in 
the first year out of law school (Noonan, Corcoran, and Cou- 
rant 2005). But fifteen years later, the female lawyers earned 
far less than male lawyers with the same training—less than 65 
percent of their male counterparts’ earnings. The researchers 
noted that female lawyers work fewer hours than male lawyers 
and are far more likely to work part time or take time off for 
child care. However, the authors find little support for these as 
the reasons that women earn less. In fact, women without chil- 
dren earn about the same as women with children, and single 
women earn about the same as married women. Something 
else must explain the gender earnings gap for lawyers. Noonan 
and her colleagues concluded that the persistent earnings gap 
is a result, at least in part, of unequal treatment in the legal 
profession. 


Power on the Job 


For just about all of us, work is a place where we can see and 
experience power in action. Let’s start with a simple premise: 
most people who work are not their own boss. They report to, 
are supervised by, or are accountable to someone else. But some 
workers operate in the middle of a workplace hierarchy, report- 
ing to their boss while also supervising other employees. With 
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> FIGURE 13.5 | THE FEMALE EARNINGS GAP 


Women’s Median Annual Earnings as a Percentage of Men’s Median Annual Earnings, 
Full-Time Workers, United States, 1960-2009. Source: institute for Women’s Policy Research (2011). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


What traditions in U.S. culture have been factors in these income differences? As 
( ay more and more women attain professional jobs in which they exercise power, do 


you anticipate that the pay gap will close more? 


this kind of complexity, how can we understand power in the 
workplace? 

One useful approach, summarized in Table 13.6, is to ana- 
lyze three key assets—ownership, control, and credentials— 
that are distinct sources of workplace power (Wright 1985). 
This approach provides a valuable framework for thinking 
about power at work and the individual and institutional 
forces that wield it—owners, managers, professionals, and la- 
bor unions. 


OWNERS One form of occupational power is the ability 
to influence broad decisions about the operation of a particular 
organization or company, including how the firm will operate, 
who will run the day-to-day operations, and what resources 
are invested in the company. This is the power of ownership. 


SOURCES OF 


TABLE 13-6 WORKPLACE POWER 


Who Has Them 


Key Assets 
LL CS ERY EE SN NS SS a SE STE 


Ownership of capital Owners of companies 
Control of organizations 
(employees, budgets, 
decision making) 


Managers of companies 


Possession of credentials Highly skilled professionals 
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2000 


Owners may not be on the scene every day, 
but they have a distinctive form of power 
that is a result of their ownership status. For 
example, the late George Steinbrenner, the 
longtime owner of the New York Yankees 
baseball team, did not make day-to-day deci- 
sions about the game or even hire all the team 
personnel. But he established a budget, hired 
(and fired) senior management, and had the 
final say on major decisions, including those 
concerning large investments in players and 
the building of a new stadium. 

In many instances, ownership lies in the 
hands of a large group of shareholders—in- 
dividuals who own shares of stock in a com- 
pany. Shareholders may not exercise power 
in the same way as an owner, but they can 
still significantly shape workplace dynam- 
ics, especially in the case of those with a 
large ownership stake. In the early 2000s, 
major newspapers throughout the United 
States were forced to terminate newsroom 
staff when shareholders demanded increased 
profits through cost cutting. In one notable 
case, the Knight-Ridder newspaper chain 
sold its prestigious newspapers in response to 
shareholders who were not satisfied with the company’s fi- 
nancial performance. 


77% 


2009 


MANAGERS A second form of occupational power is 
the ability to make decisions about the day-to-day activities 
at a workplace. This is the domain of a company’s managers. 
Managers have the power to direct other workers—to tell them 
what to do and how to do it. A given organization may have 
multiple layers of management, and some managers have more 
power and authority than others. 

The source of managerial power is the organizational hier- 
archy. A given business or government agency will have formal 
guidelines that specify managers’ roles within the organization 
and the degree of authority they have. Current New York Yan- 
kees owners Hal and Hank Steinbrenner, successors to their 
famous father, have a general manager who is responsible for 
acquiring players for the team, as well as a field manager who 
makes daily decisions about the line-up and game strategy. 

The source of management’s power can be very unstable. 
Managers, including general managers of baseball teams, are 
fired all the time; organizations are frequently restructured, 
and job titles change. That's why managers have sought a po- 
tentially more durable basis for power: credentials. Graduate 
schools of business—which confer the degree of MBA (mas- 
ters in business administration)—provide managers with a 
specific credential that certifies their managerial training and 
differentiates those who hold a degree from those who do not. 

The emergence of graduate degrees in business in the early 
twentieth century reflected a broader trend in U.S. business, 
as managers sought to develop new strategies for securing 
power. Many companies adopted engineer Frederick Taylor’s 
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philosophy of scientific management (also known as Tay- 
lorism), the effort by trained managers to study workflow and 
develop precise procedures that governed the completion of work 
tasks. Vaylor’s approach rested on time and motion studies that 
used a stopwatch to measure and examine the specific body 
motions involved in a given job. Taylor would then reconstruct 
the job—identifying the precise way employees should stand 
and move their arms and legs, and the exact number of sec- 
onds they should take in each of these motions—in an effort 
to improve efficiency. Often, more complex tasks performed by 
skilled workers were redesigned into separate steps requiring 
little skill or training. 

In Taylor's method, only managers, not workers, understood 
the overall production process. Moreover, lower-skill workers 
could be hired, paid a lower wage, and easily replaced. The 
advent of scientific management marked a substantial change 
from earlier periods when skilled crafts and trades workers not 
only performed the labor but also held the knowledge about 
how to do a job. 

Although scientific management claimed to focus on ef- 
ficiency, it was also a strategy for asserting a particular form 
of managerial power over workers (Braverman 1974). Today’s 
managers may use different strategies to wield power in the 
workplace, often relying on the credentials of a graduate degree 
to legitimize their authority. 


PROFESSIONALS For some em- 
ployees, workplace power derives almost 
entirely from having valued skills that are 
typically the result of a credentialing pro- 
cess that includes specialized training and 
an advanced degree. For example, physi- 
cians typically have an M.D., lawyers have 
a J.D., and most college professors hold a 
Ph.D. These are all examples of profes- 
sionals, a class of workers who are highly 
educated, hold degrees to certify their educa- 
tion, and have jobs that require a particular 
form of expertise. Professionals make up 
about 15 percent of the U.S. workforce 
(Gilbert 2011). 

Professionals typically have a great deal 
of control over the conditions of their own 
work. They are rarely subject to the kind of supervision that 
nonprofessional workers experience; instead, typical profes- 
sionals are largely self-directed. Having control over one’s own 
work is a significant form of workplace power. 

The power of professionals is rooted in our collective be- 
lief in their expertise, which we trust because they have cre- 
dentials. Perhaps that is why so many professionals—doctors, 
lawyers, engineers, architects, professors—display their framed 
diplomas on their office walls. Sociologist Charles Derber and 
his colleagues (1990) argue that professionals have learned how 
to “spin knowledge into gold” by turning their advanced de- 


grees into jobs that generally pay substantial salaries and give 
them significant control over their own work lives. 

An official-sounding credential suggests expertise, usually 
expertise backed by a professional association that certifies the 
credential-holder’s training. But not all credentials are equal. 
For example, a financial advisor might have any of the follow- 
ing credentials, and it can be difficult to know what kinds of 
training or experience are associated with any of the specific 
titles: 


Certified senior advisor 

Certified retirement financial advisor 
Registered financial gerontologist 
Certified retirement counselor 


Certified financial planner 


Chartered financial analyst 


The first four credentials require very little training—less than 
one week of classroom instruction. In contrast, the final two 
credentials typically require years to complete and include 
significant work experience as part of the certification process 
(Duhigg 2007). 

Some professionals are certified experts in management 
with a graduate degree in, for example, business administra- 
tion, public administration, or arts admin- 
istration. Sociologists sometimes refer to 
these experts as the professional managerial 
class. They typically have the power to su- 
pervise and direct other workers, but their 
power is legitimized further by their edu- 
cation and certification. For management 
consultants, the high-priced experts that 
companies hire to help them reorganize or 
solve problems, power comes largely from 
their credentials as specialists in how to 
manage an organization. The recommen- 
dations of management consultants have 
the mark of expert objectivity because 
they are outsiders who have no loyalties to 
any specific group within an organization. 
These outside experts have the power and 
autonomy in their work that comes from 
their education and claims to expertise. 


LABOR UNIONS Most employees do not wield a great 
deal of individual power in their workplaces. In contrast to pro- 
fessionals, the majority of employees are subject to control by 
superiors or by organizational rules that specify when, where, 
and how to work. However, far from being passive actors, em- 
ployees use various strategies to cope with, oppose, evade, or 
otherwise act in response to workplace power. 

In a widely cited study, James Scott (1992) described the 
diverse ways that individual employees seek to assert their 
power. Some arrive late to work, steal supplies or food from an 


thinking aboutpower 


Reflect on a job you have held. Did you have power in this workplace? How did you know? 
What were some of the consequences of your status? 
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employer, share information about a supervisor's whereabouts 
with other employees, and engage in nonwork activities during 
the work day. Greta Foff Paules (1991) studied how waitresses 
in a highway diner exercised power. Paules found that these 
waitresses were active agents who defined themselves as inde- 
pendent businesswomen trying to control the flow of people, 
food, and money or as soldiers fighting against both manage- 
ment and customers for control of the diner floor. 

Individual acts of resistance often have little, if any, larger ef- 
fect, however. When employees organize themselves and work 
together, they often have more power in the workplace than 
when they act alone. Labor unions, associations of employees 
that join together for the purpose of improving their working con- 
ditions, give workers the power to speak to their employers with 
a collective voice. By joining forces to address management, 
unions give employees power based on the group’s solidarity. 

The foundation for unions’ power is the possibility that 
workers will act collectively and demand recognition for their 
grievances. If employers refuse to work toward a solution, 
unionized workers may strike to protest working conditions. 
A strike was the strategy adopted in May 2010 by employees at 
the Mott’s apple juice factory in Williamson, New York. The 
workers had been unable to come to terms with Mott’s par- 
ent company, Dr Pepper Snapple, over the company’s threat of 
hourly pay cuts and a wage freeze. When they returned to the 
bargaining table in September, both sides made concessions. 
The president of the union local in Williamson commented, 
“Was it worth it? Yes, because we stood strong and the com- 
pany knows we're a force to be reckoned with” (Greenhouse 
2010, BG). 

The basic power of union workers is that their employers 
need workers—perhaps not any individual worker but the 
group of employees as a whole. More highly skilled workers, 
or those in whom a company has invested by training them 
for specific jobs, often have more power when they organize 
because they may be more difficult to replace than less skilled 
workers. 

Strikes or work slowdowns are relatively uncommon in the 
United States. The primary way contemporary labor unions try 
to exercise power is through collective bargaining. In collec- 
tive bargaining, unionized workers typically authorize union 
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G FIGURE 13.6 | UNION MEMBERS ASA 
PERCENTAGE OF ALL U.S. WAGE AND SALARY 
WORKERS, 1983-2010 


Source: Hirsch and Macpherson (2003). 


representatives to negotiate with their employer 
on questions of pay, benefits, and working con- 
ditions. When union representatives reach 
an agreement with management, and union 
members approve the agreement, an employer 
and a union sign a contract that specifies the 
terms of the negotiated agreement. These con- 
tracts typically specify wage and benefit agree- 
ments over a multiyear period, as well as issues associated with 
work schedules and other working conditions. 

The presence of a union generally means that workers re- 
ceive higher wages and better working conditions, but employ- 
ers can also benefit. Unionized workers tend to be a more stable 
workforce. This stability means a higher quality of work and 
lower employer costs for recruitment and training. 

In recent years, though, employers have been exerting their 
Own power in resisting unionization efforts, and the propor- 
tion of workers who are union members has declined (see Fig- 
ure 13.6). Taking advantage of labor laws that generally favor 
employers, bosses at many companies have actively fought 
union efforts. Tactics commonly used include firing workers 
who lead organizing drives, intimidating workers sympathetic 
to unions in “one-on-one” meetings, hiring consultants from 
“union-busting” firms, and threatening to relocate a company 
abroad to avoid unionization. In the past, these anti-union tac- 
tics have been used mostly against private-sector unions, but in 
recent years, efforts to limit or eliminate unions in the public 
sector—including those of teachers, police, and government 
workers—have increased. 


2007 


2010 


In the cartoon strip Dilbert, frustrated, powerless employees 
struggle for job survival in an environment in which clueless 
managers create pointless rules and preside over nasty office 
politics. Just as workers vary in the kind of power they hold (or, 
as in the case of the Dilbert workers, do not hold), each work- 
place has what sociologist Gary Alan Fine (2006) calls a shop- 
floor culture—a distinctive set of norms and rules that shape 
daily behavior and interaction on the job. Likewise, specific oc- 
cupations have their own norms and rules that help to define 
how to be a baker, a teacher, ‘an electrician, or an accountant. 
Workplace and occupational cultures, however, are not 
always obvious to outsiders. When you begin a new job, you 
typically have to learn the ropes of the position. The task is far 
more complex than studying your job description and learning 
your specific responsibilities. In your first few weeks, you are 


AS Clothing styles reflect trends in the larger culture. In the first half of the twentieth century—an era when formality and 
tradition prevailed—professional men and women dressed in a tailored, buttoned-down manner. In today’s more relaxed 
business culture, a looser, more individualized corporate look is in vogue. With what broader social shifts—or changes in 
workplace culture—might these changing norms about appropriate business clothing be connected? 


likely to be socialized, both formally and informally, into the 
norms of your new work environment and new job. 


Formal and Informal 
Socialization 


Job socialization occurs in both formal and informal settings. 
Many workplaces have an orientation session for new employ- 
ees to discuss the company’s formal expectations. Some work- 
places establish formal peer-mentoring programs that pair new 
employees with experienced workers who can give newcomers 
tips on how to navigate an unfamiliar shopfloor culture. 

More informally, in some work settings, new employees go 
through an initiation process that is usually organized by fel- 
low employees and often not officially recognized by manage- 
ment. The seasoned employees’ intent is to teach newcomers 
the work group’s informal rules. For example, when Major 
League Baseball teams travel to away games, first-year players 
are typically expected to carry veteran ballplayers’ luggage. Ex- 
perienced coal miners, according to a classic study by Charles 
Vaught and David Smith (2003), subject new miners to beat- 
ings and humiliation in their first days in the underground 
mine, as a way of “making a miner” out of the new hires. In 
both examples, newcomers learn that they are expected to re- 
spect old-timers and that each individual employee is subject to 
the work group’s demands. 


Much workplace socialization occurs through informal in- 
teraction with other employees, supervisors, and clients during 
the workday. Think for a moment about all the questions you 
might have on the first day of a new job. For example, 


m What should I wear? 


m= Dol refer to my bosses by their first names or as Mr. 
and Ms.? 


m What tools, if any, should I bring with me to work? 


@ Is it okay to check my personal e-mail while I’m at work? 
Will anyone know? 


m Do I really have to work overtime if my boss asks me to 
stay late? 


You are not likely to ask these kinds of questions in a for- 
mal orientation session. Instead, you will learn the informal 
rules of your workplace by interacting with others. At first, 
you'll probably be keenly aware that you do not know the 
answers to these questions. However, once you are socialized 
into the norms of the work group, you will know when to 
show up, what to wear, how to address your bosses, and when 
it is okay to leave at the end of the day—all without having 
to think about these issues. If you move on to a different job 
within the same company or are promoted to a supervisory 
position, you might find that you have to learn the norms and 
expectations of your new job. 


thinking aboutey|ture 


What initiation processes into a workplace culture have you experienced? Was there a 
difference between what you learned through formal and informal socialization? Why? 
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Emotional Labor: Managing 
Feelings on the Job 


When you sit down in a restaurant, you probably expect a 
friendly smile from your waiter. If you've ever worked as a 
babysitter, you may have recognized that your employer ex- 
pected you to be warm and nurturing. These examples illus- 
trate an aspect of workplace culture that has become increas- 
ingly important as service jobs have proliferated in the U.S. 
economy—specifically, the norms of jobs that involve what 
sociologist Arlie Hochschild (1983) has called emotional labor. 
Emotional labor describes jobs that require employees to man- 
age their feelings and to display specific feelings to their customers 
or clients. Flight attendants, for example, are expected to smile 
throughout the flight and to project an attitude of calm reas- 
surance. Those who are successful do not appear to be putting 
on an act. For service workers, bosses and customers typically 
expect displays of emotion to seem genuine. 


ey 


It is very difficult for a company to formally teach service 
workers how to manage their emotions in encounters with 
customers. One study of a chain of British pubs found that 
workers had little training in “customer care” and typically 
laughed at the idea that the company could teach them spe- 
cific techniques for interacting with customers. Instead, new 
pub employees learned how to deal with customers and the 
norms of emotional labor from “observing and copying more 
experienced colleagues, mentoring, ‘trial and error, and other 
informal on-the-job training techniques” (Seymour and Sandi- 
ford 2005, 555). A key source of socialization for new pub em- 
ployees was after-work conversation with other staff. Informal 
gatherings with coworkers provided an opportunity for pub 
employees to share stories and experiences and to learn from 
their peers about the behavior and rules for customer-oriented 
emotional labor. 


Education and Work 


CHAPTER 13 


a3 ai an 


UNCERTAINTY IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY WORKPLACE 


orkplace trends are tightly connected to the 

sweeping social, technological, and economic 

changes of recent years. Globalization—the ongo- 

ing worldwide integration of social life, econo- 
mies, cultures, political systems, and populations—is one 
noteworthy factor. The development and application of new 
technologies, and the emergence of new industries, are also 
contributing to dramatic changes in people’s work experi- 
ences in the United States and around the world. 

The nature of the U.S. workforce has been changing. 
Today only a small segment of the population works in agri- 
culture, and the proportion of people in industrial jobs also 
has declined significantly. New kinds of work have emerged 
and grown in the past several decades. An increasing num- 
ber of Americans work in jobs that provide services to other 
people and to businesses, such as health care, childcare, and 
financial and other support services. And many new jobs are 
in the information sector, where workers collect, analyze, 
and store data about individuals and organizations. While 
remarkable, the changing nature of work is also a source of 
uncertainty. 

You will most likely change jobs several times during your 
adult life and work for different organizations. You probably 
will even change your career at least once. This employment 


path will stand in sharp contrast to the experiences of peo- 
ple in your grandparents’—and perhaps even your parents’— 
generation, who were much more likely to work for one 
organization for many years, maybe even their entire adult 
lives. Today, because large employers are far less loyal to 
their employees than they once were, many young workers 
assume that they will not be able to retain the same job over 
the long haul. Younger workers are changing their career 
expectations to fit contemporary work patterns. The socio- 
logical significance of this new orientation to work remains a 
matter of debate. As Richard Sennett (2007) observes, these 
changes pose a new challenge: “how to manage short term 
relationships, and oneself, while migrating from task to task, 
job to job, place to place” (p. 4). 

Many workplaces now stress teamwork and flexibility—in 
contrast to more rigid and hierarchical management tradi- 
tions. The work-team approach emphasizes employee par- 
ticipation and worker “empowerment.” However, researchers 
have long debated the merits of team-oriented workplaces, 
with some arguing that teamwork is liberating for workers 
and others insisting that it is simply a new strategy for con- 
trolling workers (Hodson 2001). 

The debate is likely to continue. It will be enriched by 
in-depth research in specific workplaces. Your understanding 
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of structure and action should remind you, however, that as 
management imposes new work rules, employees will find 
ways to make sense of—and to respond to—shifting manage- 
ment strategies (Vallas 2007). 

In recent years, U.S. corporations have increasingly re- 
lied on outsourcing, moving jobs out of the country to take 
advantage of cheaper labor costs elsewhere. In the case of the 
United States, Asia and Eastern Europe are the typical sites 
for outsourced jobs. A wide range of jobs—in manufactur- 
ing, information technology, telemarketing, tax preparation, 
market research, and pharmaceutical research, to name only 
a few—migrated from U.S. to overseas factories and offices, 
where wages are typically far lower. 

Each year, the range of outsourced jobs increases. For 
example, more jobs in journalism are now going overseas. 
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Reuters has more than 100 journalists in Bangalore, India, 
who cover stories in the United States. The Columbus (Ohio) 
Dispatch is moving graphic design jobs to India, and Califor- 
nia’s Contra Costa Times is sending its ad production jobs to 
a U.S.-owned company in New Delhi, India, a city that mar- 
kets itself as the “world’s media back office” (Carvajal 2006). 
Sociologists who study work are paying careful attention to 
the significance of outsourcing beyond the workplace, look- 
ing at its impact on education, family life, and the changing 
ties that bind people together in our global economy. 

With such change and uncertainty, the workplace of the 
future will surely be different than today’s. However, examin- 
ing the culture, structure, and power relations of tomorrow’s 
workplaces will continue to be a useful approach to under- 
standing these new environments. 


Education and Work 


Education plays a vital part in instructing children about the core values of their culture. 


™ Each workplace has its own distinctive culture, which shapes people’s everyday 
experiences at work. When people begin a new job, they typically undergo a process of 
socialization, learning the norms and rules of a new workplace culture. 


™ Schools reinforce social and economic inequality through various, often unintended, 
means. Since existing inequalities are built in to the structure of the educational system, 
schools reflect and reaffirm these inequalities. 


™ Mapping the patterns in work life reveals the contours of the occupational structure in 
the United States. Research shows that the circumstances that lead some people into 
high-status or high-paying jobs, and others into low-status or low-paying jobs, are not 
based primarily on merit but on factors such as parents’ education, race, and community 


future leaders. 


™ Education helps to reproduce social and economic inequality. Schooling can be a source of 
power for privileged students—those who have educational advantages, make beneficial 
social connections, build their self-esteem, and are encouraged to see themselves as 


m™ Workplace power is typically based on the possession of key organizational assets, which 
include ownership of capital (company owners), control of budgets and decision making 
(managers), and possession of valued credentials (professionals). 
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Education and Work 


CHAPTER 13 


a Looking Back 


Le 


Education is vital to the transmission of basic cultural 
knowledge from one generation to the next. The sociologi- 
cal study of education focuses foremost on schools—the 
primary arena of formal education—and on the process of 
schooling. 


. A sociological perspective highlights the various functions 


of schooling: transfer of knowledge, job preparation, oc- 
cupational sorting, childcare, social integration, change and 
innovation, and socialization. 


Schools are among the primary agents of socialization in 
contemporary societies, teaching broad lessons that extend 
well beyond specific academic skills. 


Schools reinforce social and economic inequality through 
various, often unintended, means. Because existing social 
and economic inequalities are built in to the educational 
system, schools reflect and reaffirm these inequalities. 


Schools are complex organizations that are shaped by poli- 
cies and rules, their own organizational histories, and wider 
social forces. 


With today’s digital technologies, education no longer has to 
take place in the physical space of a school building. More 


10. 


i Critical Thinking: Question 


Le 


3. 


Identify some socialization messages from your school expe- 
rience. How have traditional and new messages coexisted in 
your own educational experience? Are the implicit socializa- 
tion messages you are receiving in college consistent with 
those from high school? Explain. 


Would making a college education available to all high 
school students reduce economic inequality? Why or why 
not? Consider what your response suggests about the rela- 
tionship between education and inequality. 


What do you think are the most important differences 
between online and face-to-face education? How would 
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4. 


-T, AND APPLY 


and more high school and higher education classes are being 
held in virtual classrooms over the Internet. 


Work and socioeconomic inequality are very closely con- 
nected because differences in work-related income help 
to produce, and to reinforce, inequalities of income and 
wealth. 


To understand workplace power, we can analyze three key 
assets—which serve as sources of power—that people bring 
to their jobs. Company owners have capital assets, managers 
have control of organizational assets, and professionals pos- 
sess credential assets. In addition, unions exercise a collective 
form of power that derives from their members’ numbers 
and significance to a particular company’s functioning. 


Each workplace has its own culture—a distinctive set of 
norms and rules that shape daily behavior and interaction 
on the job. When an individual begins a new job, he or she 
typically has to learn the ropes of the job. 


Globalization, the development of new technologies, and 
the emergence of new industries are contributing to change 
in and producing uncertainty about the work experiences of 
people in the United States and around the world. 


sand Activities 


you evaluate the relative effectiveness of these two learning 
environments? 


Consider the occupations that are ranked highest in job 
satisfaction. What, if anything, do these jobs have in com- 
mon? What do you think are the qualities of a satisfying 
work experience? 


How does an employee learn the shopfloor culture at a new 
job? What are some differences between formal and infor- 
mal workplace socialization? 


Ee Key Terms 


bilingual education (p. 360) instruction in both a student’s first 
language and English. 

charter schools (p. 361) public schools run by an organization 
that is independent from local school districts. 

collective bargaining (p. 368) negotiations between union 
representatives and an employer on questions of pay, benefits, 
and working conditions. 

comparable worth (p. 365) a commitment to setting salaries for 
different job titles based on their value to an employer, regard- 
less of the typical gender of those working in such jobs. 

credentialing (p. 357) the process whereby those with advanced 
educational degrees and formal certificates monopolize access 
to the most rewarding jobs. 

cultural capital (p. 357) forms of knowledge, taste, preferences, 
and styles that high-status groups use to signal their status 
and to exclude others from their social circles. 

education (p. 347), the social institution through which indi- 
viduals acquire knowledge and skills and learn cultural norms 
and values. 

emotional labor (p. 370) jobs that require employees to manage 
their feelings and to display specific feelings to their custom- 
ers or clients. 

gender division of labor (p. 365) differences between men and 
women in access to jobs. 

hidden curriculum (p. 349) the lessons students learn simply by 
attending school, in contrast to the lessons from the formal 
subject-specific curriculum. 

job satisfaction (p. 364) the degree to which a person is content 
in his or her job. 


labor unions (p. 368) associations of employees that join to- 
gether for the purpose of improving their working conditions. 

literacy (p. 347) the ability to read and write. 

moral education (p. 349) the role of schools in teaching chil- 
dren the central values and beliefs of their society. 

occupational prestige (p. 364) collective attitudes about the 
status of various jobs. 

outsourcing (p. 371) moving jobs out of the country to take 
advantage of cheaper labor costs elsewhere. 

professionals (p. 367) a class of workers who are highly edu- 
cated, hold degrees to certify their education, and have jobs 
that require a particular form of expertise. 

racial school segregation (p. 358) the separation of students 
into exclusively white and exclusively black public schools. 

school choice (p. 361) various policies that give families options 
for deciding which school their children will attend. 

schooling (p. 347) organized instruction by trained teachers. 

scientific management (p. 367) (also known as Taylorism) the 
effort by trained managers to study workflow and develop 
precise procedures that govern the completion of work tasks. 

shopfloor culture (p. 368) a distinctive set of norms and rules 
that shape daily behavior and interaction on the job. 

social reproduction theory (p. 354) theory that explores the 
ways that schools help to reproduce systems of inequality. 

status attainment (p. 363) the process by which people come to 
occupy a certain level in a social hierarchy. 

tracking (p. 360) placing students into different curricular paths 
intended to accommodate varying levels of academic work. 
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Media and 
Consumption 


What role do media play 
in your life, and how 
might this be changing 


as the Stru ctu {oof 


media changes? 


How do you experience 
the DOWEL — media 


in contemporary society? 


How has the growth of 
consumer 
changed your social life 


and your community? 
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CHAPTER 14 


RE AN gy on 


n September 21, 2005, fifteen minutes into JetBlue Airways flight 292 from Burbank, California, 
to New York City, the captain announced a problem. A light on the instrument panel indicated that 
the front landing gear may not have retracted properly. After a flyover at a local airport to get visual 
confirmation, the pilots learned that not only was the front gear stuck in the down position, but the 
wheels were turned go-degrees sideways. The plane, carrying 146 people, would have to make an 
emergency landing at the nearby Los Angeles airport. 

To reduce the threat of an explosion upon landing, the plane burned off extra fuel by flying in 
circles for more than two hours. During that time, news of the flight’s situation spread, and local 
television stations rushed camera crews to the airport to cover the developing story. 

The seats on the JetBlue aircraft were equipped with DirecTV satellite television, providing thirty- 
six channels of news and entertainment. Row after row of seat-back television sets were tuned to the 
news coverage of the impending landing. In a moment made possible by modern media, passengers 
could watch their own fate developing live on television. They described this situation to reporters as 
“surreal” and “eerie” (Mooney 2005; Yu 2005). 

Upon landing, the jet’s front wheels burst into flames, but the plane stopped safely and no one 
was injured. As one passenger later reflected, “now instant celebrities, we were greeted by the mayor, 


hundreds of McDonald’s cheeseburgers, and dozens of TV and print reporters. ... The ratings for our 
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show, we were told, had been stellar” (Laventhol 2005). 
Passengers can relive the tense moments any time they want; 
video clips of the landing are on YouTube. @ 


he JetBlue incident is just a tiny example of the perva- 

siveness of media in social life. Media have proliferated 

in many different forms throughout society and become 

accessible twenty-four hours a day, virtually anywhere, 
even on planes. Electronic media, especially, have saturated 
our lives, making vast quantities of text, sounds, and images 
available to us instantly—sometimes even images of our own 
impending fate. As in the JetBlue incident, in which the pas- 
sengers were rewarded with a moment in the media spotlight 
and the chance to consume a brand-name fast-food treat, me- 
dia coverage produces instant celebrities. 

Usually, our media consumption is much more mundane 
than that experienced by the JetBlue passengers, but it is no 
less significant. We learn about our world, our society, and our- 
selves through the media’s delivery of news and information 
and through its fictional depiction of social life. The media’s 
role makes them profoundly influential in shaping our under- 
standing of reality and therefore a central concern to anyone 
wanting to understand social life. 

Much of the media content that surrounds us is produced 
and delivered by an enormous multifaceted industry that both 
sells media products to audiences and sells audiences to advertis- 
ers. Consequently, most media are inextricably linked to adver- 
tising and the promotion of consumption. This connection, too, 
has had a deep impact on social life, influencing how we spend 
our time and money as well as how we see ourselves and others. 

As a major part of our daily lives, media play a crucial role 
in socialization and are a central part of contemporary culture. 
The structure of the media industry shapes, to a large degree, 
the content of popular media. Media content also reflects 
broader inequalities in contemporary society. Media help to 
promote consumerism, which reflects differences in economic 
power in society. 

In this chapter we consider both media and consumption 
in contemporary society. We apply a sociological framework to 
understand media as a social institution, looking at the inter- 
actions among the media industry, media content, audiences, 
and technology within the broader social context. We then 
consider the role of consumption in society, examining how it 
is promoted and the consequences of a consumer culture. 


Approach to Media 


Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and other early so- 
ciologists never saw television, imagined the Internet, or con- 
ceived of a tweet. When they were writing more than a century 
ago, media played a very different and much more limited role. 
But as the variety and significance of media have grown, me- 


dia’s impact on society has become a central topic of socio- 
logical study (Croteau, Hoynes and Milan 2011). We begin by 
defining important terms and describing key characteristics of 
media, both old and new. 


What Are Media? 


Media is the plural of the word medium, derived from the Latin 
word medius, meaning “middle.” Media are the various techno- 
logical processes that enable communication between (and are in 
the “middle” of) the sender of a message and the receiver of that 
message. Radio is a medium; film is a medium; print is a me- 
dium. Collectively, we refer to these as the media. “The media” 
can also popularly refer to the companies that produce media 
content, not just to the mechanisms that deliver the content. It 
is important to remember that media are sociologically signifi- 
cant because they enable and influence communication. Some 
media are useful primarily for individual communication be- 
tween users who know each other, such as the traditional tele- 
phone. You know specifically whom you are trying to reach; 
you don’t typically dial a number randomly. In contrast, mass 
media reach a relatively large and mostly anonymous audience. 
Unlike personal communication, the content of mass media 
is publicly available. People who record music, create televi- 
sion programs, make films, or construct web sites usually hope 
to reach large numbers of people without knowing specifically 
who they are. But, as we will see, the emergence of new forms 
of digital media has helped to blur boundaries between mass 
media and interpersonal communication. 


Characteristics of Mass 
Media and New Media 


The pre-Internet years, from the invention of the printing press 
in the fifteenth century through the late twentieth century, can 
be characterized as an era of traditional mass media—including 
books, newspapers and magazines, radio, film, and television. 
Traditional mass media typically have four key features: 


1. One-to-many communication. Mass media allow com- 
munication to be delivered from one source to a large audi- 
ence; they have a one-to-many orientation. Television, film, 
magazines, newspapers, and music are centrally produced 
and distributed to many viewers, readers, or listeners. 


2. Anonymous receivers. Mass media messages generally 
have a known sender and are directed at a group of anony- 
mous receivers. For example, when we read a book or 
watch a television program, the names of the author or pro- 
ducer are displayed prominently, whereas the book readers 
and television viewers are anonymous. 


3. One-way communication. Traditional forms of mass 
media are not interactive; they typically enable one-way 
communication that does not permit direct feedback from 
audiences. For example, when we watch television or listen 
to a song on a CD, we can’t use those media to respond 
directly to their creators. 
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4. Distinction between producers and audiences. \n the 
traditional mass media landscape, a clear distinction ex- 
ists between producers and audiences. Producers of mass 
media content are generally commercial media companies, 
whereas audiences are generally individual viewers, read- 
ers, or listeners. 


New forms of media represent a significant break 
with traditional mass media. Digital media—includ- 
ing text, video, and audio content—can be stored as 
the Os and 1s of computer code. Digital media con- 
tent can be distributed through various media chan- 
nels, including DVD, CD, or digital broadcast signal. 
The emergence of digital media made it easier and 
less expensive to copy and store media content. Digi- 
tal media hardware and software—from desktop com- 
puters to digital video cameras and design programs to 
sound editing tools—opened up new opportunities for 
low-cost production of media, from newsletters and maga- 
zines to films and music. 

Linking digital media to the Internet was the key to the 
development of the new media landscape. The Internet can de- 
liver digital media content to a potentially wide audience on a 
growing number of devices, such as laptops, tablet computers, 
and various mobile devices from MP3 players to smartphones. 
The Internet opens up the possibility of a “many-to-many” 
web of communication in place of the “one-to-many” model 
of mass media. At the same time, it is more difficult to distin- 
guish between individual and mass audiences online. People 
use the Internet for individual communication with individual 
known recipients (e-mail), small group communication (social 
networking sites), and forms of mass communication with an 
unlimited number of unknown recipients (web sites, blogs). 
This weakening of the boundaries between personal commu- 
nication and mass communication has encouraged a shift from 
the term mass media to media in everyday language. 

The idea of known senders and anonymous receivers does 
not accurately describe the online media environment. Media 
producers may remain anonymous when posting material on 
a blog or web site. At the same time, online audiences are not 
always anonymous; when registration is required to post com- 
ments on a web site, producers can know specific details about 
individual receivers. Even if you do not register, you still leave 
a digital trace (in the form of your computer’s IP address). As a 
result, online advertisers can know far more about the identity 
and behavior of their target audience than they ever could in 
the age of traditional mass media. 

In the Internet age, communication is potentially interac- 
tive, rather than being one-way. For example, visitors to a news 
web site can post comments on a news story, upload their own 
video, and communicate with one another through various 
user tools on the web site. 

Finally, new media challenge the distinction between pro- 
ducers and audiences. More people have the capacity to create 
media than ever before, especially in wealthier nations. In- 
dividuals can build web sites and write their own blogs, post 


Audiences 
and users 


Media 
content 


Media 
industry 


a FIGURE 14.1 | SIMPLIFIED MODEL OF MEDIA 

AND SOCIETY 

This model of media and society illustrates the complex relation- 
ships among media content, media industries, audiences, and tech- 
nology. A sociological approach to media highlights the bidirectional 
influence shown in this graphic. For example, the specific content 

of media messages can influence audiences by shaping how people 
think; at the same time, audience preferences can have a powerful 
influence on media content. 


photos or songs online, and upload films to video-sharing sites. 
Instead of being an audience that merely receives media, more 
people today are media wsers, acting simultaneously as pro- 
ducer and consumer of media content (Bruns 2008; Ritzer and 
Jurgenson 2010). 

Figure 14.1 illustrates the dynamics of media (Croteau, 
Hoynes, and Milan 2011). The model shows that the media 
content and the technology used to deliver it are influenced by 
the actions of two groups—the media industry and audiences 
or users. Each of these elements is influenced, in turn, by broad 
social forces—including cultural norms, legal standards, and 
regulatory practices of different societies. 

The two-way arrows connecting the elements of the model 
indicate that interactions occur in both directions. Each ele- 
ment of the model exerts influence on and is affected by other 
elements. New technologies, for example, can influence how 
audiences use media, but the media industry decides how 
to apply new technologies and audiences ultimately choose 
whether or not to adopt them. We will look at each element of 
this media model, beginning with the media industry and the 
structural trends affecting it. 
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The Structure 


of Media 


Why have “reality” programs and game shows 
come to dominate prime-time network tele- 
vision? Do portrayals of violence in media 
encourage real-world violence? Why does 
the news so often seem to focus on trivial 
or sensational stories? Such questions can be 
answered by looking at how the structure of 
media affects industry trends, media content, 
and the interaction of media with audiences. 


Trends in the Media 
Industries 


Formal organizations that make up the media industry pro- 
duce and deliver the vast bulk of media products. As we saw 
in Chapter 4 with the case of news reporters, the structure of 
media organizations influences how media workers do their 
jobs, helping to shape work routines within hierarchical media 
organizations. 

In addition to looking at relationships within media orga- 
nizations, sociologists also analyze relationships among them. 
Examining four significant industry trends—company growth, 
integration, ownership concentration, and globalization—helps 
us to understand how the media industries operate and reveals 
how industry structure shapes the content of popular media and 
our experience of it (Croteau and Hoynes 2006). 


GROWTH IN COMPANY SIZE Along with an 


overall growth in the size of the media industry, media corpo- 
rations have grown bigger because of mergers and acquisitions. 
Advertising Age compiles an annual list of the 100 largest U.S. 
media corporations based on their advertising revenue. In 1980 
the magazine identified the American Broadcasting Company 
(ABC) as the nation’s largest media company, with about $5.7 
billion in revenues (when adjusted for inflation to 2009 dol- 
lars). In 2009 the largest media company was Comcast, with 
$32.1 billion in revenues (Johnson 2010). The largest U.S. me- 
dia company today is more than five times the size of the larg- 
est company in 1980. 

This growth in scale has significant consequences because 
larger companies are more influential, have more resources 
at their disposal, and, as we will see, own a broader range of 
media content, all factors that help to give them considerable 
power in society. 


thinking about 


4 Hierarchy and conflict within media organizations erupted ina 
dispute between television writers and the television networks in 
2007. The writers wanted to be paid for the use of their work in new 
media contexts, such as the Internet. Media owners opposed such 
compensation, arguing that the financial outlook for these new uses 
of content was unclear. In response, the television writers’ union 
went on strike. 


INTEGRATION OF MEDIA COMPANIES 


Much of this growth in scale has occurred through integra- 
tion of media companies. In vertical integration, a media 
company owns the different stages of production and distribution 
of a single media form. For instance, in the book industry one 
company might own paper mills, printing firms, publishers, 
and bookstores. Horizontal integration occurs when a media 
company owns different forms of media. An example would be 
a corporation that owns television stations, radio outlets, and 
newspapers. Figure 14.2 illustrates these two forms of integra- 
tion; many large media conglomerates are both vertically and 
horizontally integrated. 

Large integrated media corporations have distinct advan- 
tages. Horizontally integrated companies can create and pro- 
mote products that are sold in different media forms: a comic 
book can be transformed into a television cartoon series, and 
then made into a movie with an accompanying video game. 
Each form of media helps to promote the other. Consider the 
2009 blockbuster film Avatar. Its revenues from box office 
sales were just the tip of the iceberg. DVD/Blu-ray, a video 
game, on-demand viewing, action figures, and other Avatar 
merchandise provided a wide range of additional revenue 
sources. 


power 


Commercial media are typically produced by hierarchical organizations, where POWeF is 


concentrated in high-level executive positions. Decisions about what to make and how to 
produce media most efficiently are largely top-down processes. How do you think this 
top-down process influences media content? 
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a FIGURE 14.2 | VERTICAL AND HORIZONTAL INTEGRATION OF MEDIA COMPANIES 


With vertical integration, illustrated in each column, a media company owns different stages of production and distri- 
bution of a single media form. Horizontal integration, illustrated by the blue boxes, occurs when one media company 


owns different forms of media. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


( => How do media conglomerates gain forms of power from having each type of integration? 


CONCENTRATION OF OWNERSHIP As the 
media become increasingly integrated, ownership of media is 
becoming increasingly concentrated. Media ownership con- 
centration occurs when more media outlets come to be owned 
by a diminishing number of media corporations. Ben Bagdikian 
(2004) has tracked ownership patterns over the years in various 
editions of his book, Zhe Media Monopoly. When the first edi- 
tion of his book was published in 1983, Bagdikian determined 
that fifty media firms controlled the majority of all media prod- 
ucts used by U.S. audiences. By the 2004 edition of his book, 
he found that just five global conglomerates—Time Warner, 
Disney, News Corporation, Viacom, and Bertelsmann—“own 
most of the newspapers, magazines, book publishers, motion 
picture studios, and radio and television stations in the United 
States” (p. 3). These information and entertainment conglom- 
erates produce and distribute media across a range of media 
platforms: print, broadcasting, film, and online. 

The major media conglomerates have the potential to wield 
a great deal of political power. Media owners can promote a 
specific political agenda or support their candidacies for public 
office through their media holdings. Silvio Berlusconi lever- 
aged his extensive media ownership of television and radio to 
become prime minister of Italy four times (1994, 2001, 2005, 
and 2008) (Ginsborg 2005). In the United States, media entre- 
preneur Michael Bloomberg built on the name recognition of 
his Bloomberg business media products in his successful New 
York City mayoral campaigns in 2001, 2005, and 2009. Point- 


ing to the vast and far-reaching media portfolios of the major 
media conglomerates, Bagdikian (2004) argues that the largest 
media companies have “more communication power than was 
exercised by any despot or dictatorship in history” (p. 3). 


AN As chairman of News Corporation, Australian-born Rupert 
Murdoch has been known for conservative politics, daring business 
moves, and “tabloid journalism.” Critics argue that Murdoch has 
used his vast media empire (see Figure 14.3) to influence elections in 
several countries and to produce journalism and programming that 
highlights sensational crime stories and endless celebrity coverage. 
In 2011, a phone hacking scandal at one of his British tabloids had 
international repercussions. 
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These are just some of the holdings of a single major media conglomerate, the News Corporation. Sources: News Corporation, 


and Columbia Journalism Review. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


S Do you think having such a vast portfolio of media holdings helps to give a single company too much power in 


contemporary society? Explain. 


According to media scholar Herbert Schiller (1989), the ma- 
jor media conglomerates typically promote a “corporate voice” 
that is so pervasive most of us do not even think of it as a specifi- 
cally corporate perspective. For example, news coverage of the 
2008-2009 recession emphasized the perspectives of the busi- 
ness community, paying little attention to the views of everyday 
Americans (Project for Excellence in Journalism 2009). 


GLOBALIZATION OF MEDIA CONGLOM- 
ERATES To varying degrees, the major media conglom- 
erates have become global entities, marketing their products 
worldwide. A single media conglomerate can own a vast ar- 
ray of media outlets that stretch around the globe. Consider 
News Corporation, best known for its Fox television network. 
News Corporation generates about half of its revenue from out- 
side the United States (Wikinvest.com 2010). It owns satellite 
operations around the globe, as well as a variety of media that 
produce movies, television programs, magazines, newspapers, 
and books that are distributed around the world (see Fig- 
ure 14.3). 

The success of Hollywood movies was once measured by 
U.S. box office receipts alone. The Sound of Music, for ex- 


ample, was a huge hit in the 1960s, earning more than $158 
million in U.S. ticket sales (the equivalent of more than $1 
billion in 2010 dollars). With the rise of integrated and glo- 
balized media conglomerates, however, the business model 
that studios use to make movies has changed. For example, 
Avatar made $760 million at the U.S. box office, but almost 
three times as much—more than $2 billion—in overseas 
ticket sales. To maximize their profit potential in markets 
outside the United States, major studios tend to look for films 
with content that will be well-received in other cultures. They 
reduce risk and maximize profit by following proven block- 
buster formulas. 


Media Content 


The volume of media content is so vast that sociologists and 
other media scholars use several approaches to study it (Mc- 
Quail 2005), including the following: 


1. Compare content between two or more types of media. 
How does news reported on television compare with that 
found in newspapers? 
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2 Through a half-century of television, 
some of the best-known white, male, work- 
ing-class television characters have shared 
strikingly similar stereotypical character- 
istics. Ralph Kramden (The Honeymooners, 
above), Archie Bunker (All in the Family, 
right), and Homer Simpson (The Simpsons, 
top right) are all generally lovable but igno- 
rant and doltish. 


2. Compare media depictions to social reality. How does 
the depiction of women in movies compare with their real- 
world roles in society? 


3. Examine media content as an expression of broader 
cultural values and beliefs. How do music videos reflect 
contemporary values in the United States? 


4. Evaluate the quality and performance of media based 
on certain criteria. How well did the news media perform 
in its coverage of the most recent election? 


5. Examine the potential effects of media content on au- 
diences. Do violent video games encourage real-world 
violence? 


6. Study media content as a text, with its own struc- 
ture, grammar, and syntax. How do entertainment 
“news” programs imitate the conventions of regular news 
broadcasts? 


Because media play an important role in socialization, soci- 
ologists have been especially interested in how media content 
compares to social reality. Even content that is meant to be 
“just entertainment” and that does not claim to represent real- 
ity teaches us about our world. We use the example of class to 
illustrate this broader point. 


IMAGES OF CLASS Society in the United States, as 
portrayed in the media, is wealthier than it is in real life. Enter- 
tainment media—especially television, films, and magazines— 
disproportionately feature upper- and middle-class characters 


and underrepresent working-class and poor people. Doctors 
and lawyers are common, and even shows that portray police— 
a working-class occupation—tend to focus on better-educated 
and more highly paid detectives. 

The most extensive study of class representation in enter- 
tainment television remains Richard Butsch’s (2005) compre- 
hensive analysis of more than 300 domestic-based situation 
comedies that aired between 1946 and 2000. Butsch found 
that only 14 percent of such programs featured blue-collar, 
clerical, or service workers as heads of the household. In con- 
trast, more than two-thirds of these programs featured middle- 
class families. The portrayals of working-class life that did 
appear were usually unflattering stereotypes, showing the blue- 
collar workers as bungling, incompetent buffoons. 

The media also typically depict labor unions, most of which 
represent working-class people, in stereotyped ways. William 
Puette (1992) analyzed representations of labor in television, 
film, and newspapers and found that unions were often por- 
trayed as protecting unproductive, lazy, and insubordinate 
workers and as outmoded. In general, union leaders were por- 
trayed as more likely to be corrupted by power than the more 
educated or cultured business and political leaders. Christo- 
pher Martin (2004) found that news coverage of labor disputes 
tends to favor management. The news media often treat labor 
strikes as stories about inconvenience to consumers rather than 
as struggles over economic justice, and they rarely communi- 
cate the source and substance of the conflict, accepting often- 
inaccurate claims from management as fact. 
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More broadly, news organizations orient their coverage to 
middle- and upper-class audiences, and provide extensive eco- 
nomic and business news aimed at investors and managers. 
Other “hard news” usually focuses on people in positions of 
power, notably politicians, professionals, and corporate man- 
agers. Working-class and poor people tend to be featured in 
crime stories (Croteau, Hoynes, and Carragee 1996; Heider 
2004). 


CLASS, ADVERTISING, AND MEDIA CONTENT 
Media content is connected to the economic aspects of the me- 
dia process. Back in the 1970s, the ABC television network 
produced a profile of its audiences for potential advertisers 
that it titled, “Some People Are More Valuable Than Others” 
(Wilson, Gutierrez, and Chao 2003, 27). This unusually frank 
title summarizes a basic reality of commercial media: content 
is produced to attract audiences that are desirable to advertis- 
ers. This insight can help us to understand the nature of much 
media content. 

Most media firms operate in what is called a dual product 
market, in which a company sells two completely different types 
of “products” to two completely different sets of buyers. One buyer 
is the consumer audience, who purchase media products such 
as books, cable services, movies, and music CDs and down- 
loads. The other buyer is the advertiser, who buys space or time 
in web and print ads, television and radio commercials, and 
other media platforms. Most media companies try to attract 
audiences so that they can sell advertising. 

Dual product markets are important because the way they 
are structured determines who has the power to influence me- 
dia content. For example, if a television program with modest 
ratings reaches a demographic group that advertisers want, it 
may be renewed, whereas a program with higher ratings but 
demographics less appealing to advertisers might be dropped. 
Higher income viewers are typically more appealing than low- 
income viewers because they are more likely to be able to afford 
many advertisers’ products. In fact, for many forms of media, 
their customer is really the advertiser, not the audience. As a 
result, audiences may not get the media content they want sim- 
ply because advertisers want something different. 

Media content is also shaped by the desire of media com- 
panies not to offend their corporate sponsors. These sponsors 
have little interest in advertising in media with content critical 
of them (Herman and Chomsky 1988/2002). Media without 
corporate sponsors, such as documentary films and books, can 
afford to present a broader range of critical views. 

Media content also reflects the broader social inequality in 
society. Studies exploring media depictions of race, gender, and 
sexual orientation have found plenty of stereotypes but have 
also shown that the images of various groups improve as those 
groups gain more power in society. For example, for decades 
racial minorities were either excluded from mainstream media 
or relegated to marginal roles (Wilson, Gutierrez, and Chao 
2003). As racial discrimination was tempered and as people of 
color became a target of advertisers, racial minorities became a 
more regular staple of media content. The same is true for the 
increasing inclusion of lesbian and gay characters in television 
and film. For example, recent hit programs such as Glee and 


4 HBO's critically acclaimed series The Wire was set on the gritty 
streets of Baltimore. Its predominantly African American cast por- 
trayed a variety of characters, from drug addicts and dealers to high 
school students, police officers, and public officials, and the series 
also tackled major social issues. The character pictured here is a po- 
lice officer whose complicated relationship with her lesbian domestic 
partner added another layer of diversity. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


What does The Wire suggest about the potential for media to 
( =< portray cultural diversity? Why do you think such images are 
so rare on television? 


Modern Family have won acclaim for including diverse char- 
acters. Ihe Sociology Matters box on page 384 explores the 
efforts of one advocacy group to combat media stereotypes. 


The Interaction of Audiences 
and Media 


Do images of rail-thin models contribute to eating disorders? 
Do antismoking public service announcements have any im- 
pact? Since the advent of mass media, researchers have exam- 
ined the interaction between media content and audiences, 
exploring how audiences use media as well as how they are influ- 
enced by them. As the findings have accumulated, researchers 
have come to see audiences as active participants in the media 
process rather than passive recipients of media messages. 


ACTIVE AUDIENCES Active audiences make choices 
about how they use the media and actively interpret media con- 
tent. But how audiences use and interpret media varies depend- 
ing on their social position and social characteristics, such as 
race, class, gender, age, and nationality. In a classic study, me- 
dia scholars Jhally and Lewis (1992) studied how audiences in- 
terpreted the popular 1980s situation comedy, The Cosby Show. 
They found that white and black audiences liked the show for 
dramatically different reasons. Blacks appreciated the refer- 
ences to black culture and the positive portrayal of a black fam- 
ily. Whites, though, tended to see the show as evidence that 
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Combating Media Stereotypes 


TV's reality show Jersey Shore was a hit in 2010, with 
_ millions of viewers and cast members who became mi- 
nor celebrities. But the program was also the source of 
significant controversy for its regular use of the term 
Guido—widely regarded as an ethnic slur—to describe the cast 
members and its stereotypical depiction of Italian Americans as 
lazy, beer-guzzling, tan- and hair-obsessed beach bums. 

For decades, sociologists have been documenting how the 
media often stereotype groups of people, helping to perpetu- 
ate racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia. Influenced by the 
evidence compiled by such research, numerous advocacy groups 
now track and combat media stereotypes, sometimes using the 
latest sociological studies. One such group is the Media Action 
Network for Asian Americans (MANAA). Among other activities, 
MANAA works “to advocate and provide reinforcement for fair, 
accurate, sensitive, and balanced depictions of persons of Asian 
Pacific descent in all facets of the media.” As part of that effort, 
the group has compiled a list of common media stereotypes of 
Asians and the “stereotype-busters” that the media could employ 
to combat inaccuracies. Some of these are listed below: 


Media Stereotype 


Stereotype-Buster 


SE EN a I SR TE SUE Se RR PREECE DN I NESTLED 


Asian Americans as foreigners 
who cannot be assimilated. 


Asian Americans restricted to 


clichéd occupations (for example, 


grocers, martial artists, laundry 
workers). 


Asian racial features, names, 
accents, or mannerisms as 
inherently comic or sinister. 


Asians relegated to supporting 
roles in projects with Asian or 
Asian American content. 


Asian male sexuality as negative 
or nonexistent. 


Asian women as “China dolls.” 


Portraying Asians as an integral 
part of the United States. More 
portrayals of acculturated Asian 
Americans speaking without 
foreign accents. 


Asian Americans in diverse, 
mainstream occupations: 
doctors, lawyers, therapists, 
educators, U.S. soldiers, etc. 


Asian names or racial features 
as no more unusual than those 
of Whites. 


More Asian and Asian American 
lead roles. 


More Asian men as positive 
romantic leads. 


Asian women as self-confident 
and self-respecting, pleasing 
themselves as well as their 
loved ones. 


Whenever villains are Asian, it’s 
important that their villainy not 
be attributed to their ethnicity. 


Asian women as “dragon ladies.” 


Asian choricton mah flaws and 
foibles, with whom audiences 
can empathize. _ 


Asian Americans as the “model 
minority.” 


Asan cultures as no more or 
less magical than other cultures. 


“Asian-ness” as an explanation for 
the magical or supernatural. 


0 A RE SANE UIT ETT TT EAB A MEME NE A SE SINT A LILO RES, 
Source: Media Action Network for Asian Americans. 


The efforts of researchers who document media stereotyp- 
ing and activists who advocate for more accurate and diverse 
portrayal can help make a difference. Media scholar Jack Shaheen 
has studied film and television images of Arabs for more than 
three decades. He explains the formula for successfully challeng- 
ing media stereotypes: “People worked together, until finally they 
managed to become filmmakers themselves, producing, direct- 
ing, and appearing in courageous movies that elevated their 
humanity” (Shaheen 2009, 6). 


think about it 


1. What would you include in a list of media stereotypes about college 
students? What “stereotype-buster” would you suggest for each? 


2. What TV programs have perpetuated stereotypes? What shows 
have “busted” them? 
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successful African Americans could be just like Whites; they 
liked the portrayal because it was nonracial. In a dynamic ob- 
served in many audience studies, Cosby audiences were active 
interpreters of media content, but those interpretations were 
influenced by their social positions. 

Media audiences are also active when they engage in vari- 
ous forms of audience participation, such as calling in to talk 
radio shows and casting a vote on American Idol. \n addition, 
some members of media audiences are actively involved in fan 
communities where they share opinions on media personalities 
and media content. They may attend events with other fans or 
participate in online fan forums. In the digital age, new forms 
of audience activity have developed, as viewers, listeners, read- 
ers, and players post reviews, analysis, and criticism on their 
own blogs, web sites, and Twitter accounts. Increasingly, audi- 
ences are active as both interpreters and producers of media in 
an evolving media environment (Napoli 2010). 


MEDIA’S SOCIAL EFFECTS Beginning in the 


1940s, studies emphasized media’s power to influence audi- 
ences. One theory, known as the hypodermic model of media 
influence, suggested that media could inject ideas into the pub- 
lic mind. Mass society theory argued that modern society has 
been marked by a decline in traditional social bonds, such as 
the family and neighborhood, leaving audiences susceptible to 
the influence of mass media. 

Later studies, however, incorporated an appreciation for ac- 
tive audiences, leading to a more nuanced view of media ef- 
fects. For example, agenda-setting theory /olds that media 
may not be able to tell people what to think, but they can sig- 
nificantly influence what people think about. They do so through 
their emphasis (or silence) on various is- 
sues. This effect is especially true for the 
news media, but entertainment media, 
too, can raise or stifle awareness of spe- 
cific social and political issues. 

Through constant exposure, media 
can influence our view of reality. Cul- 
tivation theory argues that by repeated 
and long-term exposure to the media’s 
portrayal of the world (especially on tele- 
vision), people come to accept many of 
these depictions as reality. Local broad- 
cast news programs are notorious for 
emphasizing crime, fires, and accidents in their coverage. Such 
relentless media images inflame public anxiety and contribute 
to a “culture of fear,” leading people in the United States to 
be “inordinately fearful of unlikely dangers” (Glassner 2009, 
xii). Over the long term, heavy viewers of such broadcasts are 
more likely than light or moderate viewers to believe that the 
world is a dangerous place, people cannot be trusted, and most 
people are selfishly looking out for themselves (Gerbner et al. 
2008). In effect, by being exposed to constant images of dan- 
ger and violence, people come to believe that this depiction 
accurately represents their community. 

Media effects are difficult to prove definitively because we 
experience many influences at once in our complex social envi- 
ronment. Nevertheless, numerous studies using various meth- 


odologies have given us significant insight into the media’s so- 
cial influence. 


of Media 


Daneane Gallardo is located in Kitchener, Ontario, but she 
lives on the Internet. She coordinates web site development for 
a living, so she is online all day long. But her media use doesn’t 
stop there. Reading the posts in her e-mail groups, exchang- 
ing instant messages, updating her blog—these take up more 
hours of her day. Her life is spent in the electronic cocoon of 
media. As she jokes, “If I didn’t have to eat, pee, and have sex, 
probably Pd have no need for the 3-D world” (Hof 2005). 

Media have become fully integrated into most waking mo- 
ments of our daily lives. People in the United States spend 
more time producing and consuming media than any other 
single activity except breathing (Ransford 2005). Arguably no 
other change in contemporary life has been as far reaching and 
influential as the explosive growth of media. 


Media Growth 
and Saturation 


This media saturation has not only changed what we see and 
hear, but also how we interact with our world. As in Gallardo’s 
case, more and more of our connection to the world is filtered 
through media, rather than generated 
through face-to-face personal contact. 
We often interact with our family and 
close friends through various com- 
munication media; some parents even 
wake up their school-age children via 
text message. Most of the music we 
hear is recorded rather than live. In- 
creasingly, we learn about and discuss 
politics online rather than in our local 
communities. Students may contact 
professors via e-mail or even take entire 
courses online, rather than meet face- 
to-face. In whatever form, we spend increasing amounts of 
our life with media. Just ask yourself: how much time do you 
spend on Facebook? 

How we use media varies, depending on the social context. 
Sometimes we focus closely on one form of media, as when we 
watch a movie in a theater. Other times, media are background 
to other activities, as when we drive with the radio on. Often, 
people use multiple forms of media simultaneously, such as lis- 
tening to music while surfing the Internet. This multitasking 
makes it difficult for researchers to get a precise measure of 
media use. 

The U.S. Census Bureau (2010i) reports that, in 2007, peo- 
ple in the United States used media an average of 9 hours and 
35 minutes a day. This overall number counts simultaneous 
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«» Many people are surrounded by a number of media devices that 
enable multitasking. Fragmented attention to multiple media con- 
tent has become a hallmark of contemporary life. 


media forms separately, and it does not count media use 
at work. However it is counted, time spent using media has 
grown significantly in recent years as more media, in more 
portable forms, have become available. Television continues to 
make up the bulk of media use, at an average of 4 hours and 25 
minutes per person each day. 

People dramatically underestimate the amount of time they 
spend with media (Papper, Holmes, and Popovich 2004). This 
tendency causes a problem for researchers who estimate media 
use based on surveys and individually kept records. To address 
this problem, some researchers followed nearly 400 individuals 
in Muncie, Indiana, for an entire day in 2005 to observe and 
record their media use at 15-second intervals. This approach 
enabled researchers to note whether individuals were using 
multiple forms of media simultaneously and whether they were 
carrying out other activities while they used media (Finberg 
2005; Holmes and Bloxham 2007). 

The study found that people used media an average of 8 
hours and 41 minutes a day—about two-thirds of the time they 
were observed. During nearly a third of the time they spent 
with media, the research subjects used multiple forms of media 
simultaneously. Adding up the multitasking separately brought 
the total exposure to media to 12 hours and 2 minutes— 
significantly higher than the Census Bureau’s estimate. As Fig- 
ure 14.4 shows, television took up the largest share: just over 
4 hours a day (33 percent). Overall, about 30 percent of the 
individuals’ waking day was spent focused exclusively on using 
media. Another 39 percent of the time, they used media while 
engaged in some other activity. 

‘The recent growth of media is due partly to the changing 
nature of media technology, which has made it possible for dif- 
ferent forms of media to converge and has enabled the rise of 
portable media devices. 


Media Convergence 


Historically, different forms of media were marked by clear 
boundaries, and some still maintain distinct characteristics— 
for example, print newspapers do not have sound, and radio 
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ts FIGURE 14.4 | BREAKDOWN OF AVERAGE DAILY 
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This pie chart summarizes the results from the Middletown Media 
Studies || project, a study that tracked the different types of media 
people use on a typical day. Source: Holmes and Bloxham (2007). 


has no images. But one of the most significant developments 
in recent years has been media convergence, the merging of dif- 
ferent media forms. Digital technology that makes it easy to 
transfer information across different media platforms has ac- 
celerated this convergence. A digital image can easily be con- 
verted to print, television, the Internet, DVD, or a host of 
other media formats. 

Individual types of media can also deliver multiple forms 
of media content. The Internet can be used for personal com- 
munication (e-mail) or for mass communication (web sites, 
e-blasts, and blogs). You can use it to send a message in the 
form of text, audio, or images. Even older forms of media, no- 
tably the telephone, have been reinvented as all-purpose media 
devices. Today’s cell phones allow users to make personal calls, 
send text messages, listen to music, watch television, take pho- 
tos and videos, and access the Internet, all while being com- 
pletely portable. 


User-Generated Content 


Traditionally, formal organizations created mass media con- 
tent. Today, however, user-generated content is created by 
ordinary media users rather than by media organizations and is 
available to a potentially large audience. 

Users have always created media content. For decades, pic- 
ture albums have housed family photos, home movies have 
starred wobbly toddlers, tapes have captured garage band per- 
formances, and yearbooks have immortalized high school se- 
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niors. Today, however, user-generated content can potentially 
reach a mass audience, not just family and friends. Ordinary 
YouTube stars, relatively unknown bands with a cult follow- 
ing, and podcasts aimed at a niche audience are all possible 
with today’s media technology. More than ever, media-based 
information and entertainment that sidestep the media indus- 
try are available for potentially widespread distribution. Most 
will never develop a large audience, but some will. 

Among the many forms of user-generated content are the 
following: 


m Personal web sites created and controlled by an individual 
or a small group working together can serve as a platform 
for other media forms such as music recordings, blogs, 
photos, and videos. 


m@ Some commercial web sites allow users to create or upload 
content. Examples include YouTube and Facebook, as well 
as book publishing sites such as CreateSpace and Lulu. 


m Individuals can create user-generated content by manipu- 
lating existing content (often illegally) by sampling, alter- 
ing, and recombining to make mash-ups, parodies, and 
other hybrid creations. For example, well-known music is 
sometimes remixed into new forms and distributed online, 
a process made famous early on by Danger Mouse’s Grey 
Album, combining lyrics from Jay-Z’s Black Album with 
samples from the Beatles’ White Album. 


m™ More broadly collaborative user-generated content, such as 
a wiki, a web site, or other online resource, allows users to 
add and edit content. No single user is responsible for the 
content on such sites. Wikipedia, the collaborative online 
encyclopedia, is the most well-known form of wiki media. 


Regardless of the type, user-generated content is an alternative 
to the traditional industry-generated media experience. 

User-generated content is not without costs, however. This 
unfiltered and unregulated media environment can include 
disturbing material. Racist hate groups, for example, have 
flourished on the Internet. Their web sites can help link far- 
flung individuals who share a racist ideology. Child pornogra- 
phy, bomb-making instructions, and other forms of potentially 
dangerous content can also flourish. Terrorists have made good 
use of encrypted e-mail communications, voice-over-Internet 
audio, and web sites. Such user-generated sites can feature 
political analyses; instructions on how to carry out violent 
attacks; and videos of incendiary speeches, attacks on U.S. 
soldiers, and even ghastly beheadings of kidnap victims. It is 
possible to post this content while maintaining anonymity (Zhe 
Economist 2007). 


Functions of Media 


Reading this book gives you access to information. Watching 
a movie or listening to the radio can entertain you. Creating a 
web page on a social networking site can enable you to meet 
people and stay in touch with friends. Clearly, the many hours 
we spend with media serve different functions for us person- 
ally. The media serve similarly varied functions for society as 
a whole. 


o™ 

<> Because the Internet is unfiltered, it can serve as a platform for 
user-generated content—like this YouTube video of a German neo- 
Nazi band—produced by groups that promote hate and violence. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


How might hate groups take advantage of the Internet to 
( ==> build and sustain a racist subculture? How might the Internet 
be used to combat such efforts? 


SOURCES OF INFORMATION Media serve as 


the storehouse and conduit for a society’s accumulated knowl- 
edge and information, from the mundane to the profound. 
By examining media content, we can learn everything from 
the latest sports scores and celebrity sightings to vital medical 
information and the policy positions of political candidates. 
In recent years, media have made information more accessible 
more quickly than ever before. This development has trans- 
formed human society. Whereas information once was scant 
and difficult to obtain, a central challenge now is to make sense 
of the glut of information at our fingertips. 


AGENTS OF SOCIALIZATION When a man was 
stopped for a traffic violation in Virginia, he tossed a box from 
his car window. ‘The police discovered that the box contained 
sixty rocks of crack cocaine. The jury at the subsequent drug 
possession trial found the man “not guilty,” largely because the 
box was never tested for fingerprints. 

This case was one of many in 
which juries have acquitted 
suspects on charges that, 
in the past, would have 
routinely resulted in guilty 
verdicts. Criminal pros- 
ecutors and police believe 
the primary reason for the 
rise in acquittals is that 
many jurors have watched 
a popular television police 


drama, CS/: Crime Scene 
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on social theory 


A functionalist approach 
emphasizes media’s role in 

social integration through the 
construction of a national audience 
that shares a common culture. With 
so many media options available in 
the digital age, do you think media 
will continue to serve as a source 
of social integration in the 

United States? 
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Investigation, which highlights the extensive use of 
forensic evidence to solve crimes. They refer to ju- 
rors’ increased and unrealistic expectation that 
detailed forensic evidence will be collected for 
all crimes as the “CSI effect” (Hooper 2005; 
Stockwell 2005). 

The “CSI effect” is one example of how 
media can socialize us by telling stories and wi 
informing us about our culture and its 
norms. Even media content that is obvi- 
ously “just entertainment” can influence es 
how we interpret the world and alter 
how we see reality. The same is true for 
thousands of other aspects of social life 
that we learn about through the media 
filter. The media even provide models 
of appropriate behavior for the various 
social roles that are part of our lived experi- 
ence, such as friend, parent, and citizen. 

Our steady diet of media content informs and entertains us 
and, over time, influences how we come to understand our- 
selves, our society, and our world. Indeed, most of what we 
know about the world has reached us through the media. Me- 
dia socialization can be especially influential for children. They 
have limited life experience and have not yet fully developed 
their own identity, and yet they are increasingly barraged with 
media messages on TV and the Internet. Children, in fact, 
spend more time with media than they do in the classroom, 
interacting with their parents, or engaged in physical activity 
(Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts 2010; Roberts, Foehr, and Ride- 
out 2005). This constant media exposure shapes their under- 
standing of the world. 


PROMOTERS OF IDEOLOGY The contest to con- 
trol the media’s messages—and thus its ideological influence— 
does not take place on an even playing field. Those with more 
power in society generally have greater access to the main- 
stream media to promote their ideas. That access is one reason 
why the issue of who owns and controls the media is such an 
important topic. User-generated content cannot compete with 
the deluge of media messages emanating from commercial me- 
dia sources. 

In discussing stratification in previous chapters, we defined 
ideology as a system of beliefs that justifies the existence of 
social inequality. But ideology also helps us to define, explain, 
and make value judgments about the world more broadly. 
The dominant ideology promotes the interests and reflects the 
worldview of the powerful. As we will see, the media’s ideo- 
logical function is not carried out by a single depiction in a 
newspaper or movie, but through the cumulative effect of ex- 
posure to many such depictions—and to the persistent absence 
of other depictions. 

For example, U.S. news media typically take for granted the 
desirability of free markets, downplaying their negative fea- 
tures. They raise few questions about the growing economic 
inequality discussed in Chapter 9 or about the exploitation 
of workers in a global economy. Instead, the vast bulk of eco- 


nomic news coverage is actually “business” news, presented 
from the perspective of investors and managers, not labor rep- 
resentatives (Kollmeyer 2004). As we will see, much media 
content is linked to the promotion of consumption, with 
little regard for the social or environmental consequences 
of consumer culture. Even the recent uptick in environ- 
mental news coverage is often accompanied by the call 
for more consumption—this time of “green” products. 
The end result is coverage that explains the economic 
world from a particular perspective and treats this 
perspective as if it were the only reality. 

As the media carry out their various 
functions, they are enmeshed in a variety 
of social relationships that make the me- 
dia a key social institution. To understand 
media as an institution, we need to look at 

how power influences the media and is used 
by them. 


Some scholars have heralded the media’s compression of time 
and space as a new stage of human history. Canadian media 
theorist Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980) famously argued 
that the “medium is the message,” meaning that the most 
significant feature of contemporary media is their technologi- 
cal capabilities rather than any particular content. McLuhan 
(1964) wrote that, with the rise of electronic media, “We have 
extended our central nervous system itself in a global embrace” 
(p. 19). He foresaw the rise of a “global village” in which media 
would bring people across the planet closer together. 


The Effect of Social 
Inequality on Media Use 


In the years since McLuhan wrote, global communication has 
become a reality, but it is tempered sharply by social inequal- 
ity. The digital divide refers to the gap between those who have 
the knowledge and resources needed to use digital information 
technology, especially computers and the Internet, and those who 
do not. Class is the primary determinant of this digital divide. 
For example, in 2009 more than 94 percent of respondents 
from U.S. households with incomes of at least $100,000 had a 
broadband (high-speed) Internet connection at home, but only 
36 percent of households with an income below $25,000 had 
such a connection (U.S. Department of Commerce 2010; see 
Figure 14.5). 

The biggest digital divide exists between wealthy and poor 
nations. Comparable figures can be difficult to obtain, but as 
of 2010 the percentage of the population with Internet access 
(known as the “penetration rate”) ranged from a high of 78.3 
percent in North America to a low of 11.4 percent in Africa 
(see Map 14.1). Global media expansion has developed very 
unevenly, following preexisting lines of economic inequality. 
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More than $100,000 Broadband Internet access increases with household income. Al- 


94.1 though the vast majority of higher income households have a high- 


acta pole Bee speed connection, most low-income households do not. Source: U.S. 
: Department of Commerce (2010). 
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Rather than being a “global village,” the bulk of the world is 

still left out of the advances in media. To a large degree, the 
Internet is the preserve of the world’s elites. 
Inequities in media access vary by medium but include all 
| forms of media. For example, television is far more prevalent 
than just a decade or so ago, but it is still rare in some poor and 
rural parts of the globe. As access to various forms of media 
| expands to more of the earth’s population, media’s influence 
| will continue to grow, playing an increasingly important role 
: in social life. However, social inequality in the broader society 
Percent of U.S. households with broadband will continue to create inequities in media access and use. 
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AN MAP 14.1 | GLOBAL DIGITAL DIVIDE: INTERNET PENETRATION RATES, MARCH 2011 


Much of the world still lacks access to the Internet. Whereas 77 percent of U.S. residents can log on to the Internet, only 11 
percent of Africans are able to do so. Such dramatic discrepancies in Internet access help to sustain substantial inequality in 
information access and communication capacity, which can have political and economic consequences. Source: Internet World 
Stats (2011). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


¢ In what ways can access to the Internet be a source of power? How might the “digital divide” help perpetuate global 
> _ inequalities? 
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AS Economic inequality across the globe results in the world’s 
poorest being locked out of access to media technology. However, 
cell phones have become the “poor person’s computer” in many 
developing countries, providing access to the Internet, banking 
services in rural areas without banks, and texting services that de- 
liver health information, weather forecasts, political news, and more. 
Solar-powered cell phones are popular in areas with limited or no 
access to electricity. 


Government Regulations 


Governments across the globe regulate media. These regula- 
tions vary from society to society and are applied differently to 
different media. In the United States, for example, companies 
cannot advertise cigarettes on television, but they can buy ciga- 
rette ads in print media, and there are limits on the number of 
broadcast television stations that one company can own but 
not on the overall number of radio stations. Many regulations 
restrict activities of the media industry, but some require ac- 
tion. For example, drug companies are required to disclose 
possible side effects of their medications in ads. 

Media companies typically welcome some regulations, such 
as copyright laws and licenses to use the public airwaves. These 
regulations protect their investments and give them exclusive 
control over their products. In some cases, media industries 
avoid formal regulation by policing themselves, as with the 
movie rating system initiated in 1968 by the movie industry. 

Overall, the United States has relatively few media regula- 
tions. Some European countries have many more, especially 
on children’s media. Some nations require that news, public 
affairs, religious, and children’s programming run for thirty 
minutes before a commercial break. Others restrict the broad- 
cast of violent programming during hours when children 
might be watching. 


Global Media and Cultural 
Imperialism 
In mid-May 2008, the movie /ron Man topped that week’s U.S. 


box office revenue. At the same time, it was also the number 
one movie in nineteen other countries. The number two U.S. 
movie that week, What Happens in Vegas, was the top movie in 
twenty other countries (see boxofficemojo.com). This particu- 
lar week’s box office results were nothing special; it is common 
for U.S. movies to dominate theaters worldwide. 

This U.S. domination of the global film box office is one 
example of cultural imperialism, the tendency of media 
corporations from wealthier nations—especially the United 
States—to export so many of their media products that they come 
to dominate the local cultures of other, especially poorer, nations. 
But films—especially big-budget Hollywood films—are 
somewhat unique in that they are so expensive to produce. 
India has a massive film industry of its own, widely known as 
Bollywood, and there is a large movie industry in Nigeria, of- 
ten referred to as “Nollywood,” but few other countries have 
the scale of capital investment in facilities necessary to pro- 
duce big-budget films. The introduction of digital cameras 
and editing programs is lowering the costs of filmmaking, 
but the economic gap between wealthier and poorer nations 
remains enormous. 

‘The gap is considerably smaller for other forms of media. It 
is relatively cheap to produce high-quality music recordings, 
for example. As a result, Western and American music faces 
much more competition from local recording artists (forcing 
MTV to include local artists in its programming outside the 
United States). Still, just four conglomerates—Sony (Japan), 
Universal (United States), Warner (United States), and EMI 
(United Kingdom)—account for about three-quarters of all 
music sales worldwide (Sabbagh 2008). Because of language 
differences, print media tend to be much more diverse and less 
likely to be dominated by U.S. media products. Nevertheless, 
the United States and other Western nations have unrivaled re- 
sources when it comes to promoting their media, making their 
impact on other societies a very real concern. 

Some critics argue that media globalization will homogenize 
world culture and erode local cultures (Hamm and Smandych 
2005; Schiller 1992). As television, movies, film, and music be- 
come globally mass-produced, cultures may begin to lose their 
distinctive elements. In response, some governments provide 
financial support to nurture a local alternative to imported 
foreign media. More than seventy countries participate in an 
International Network on Cultural Policy that seeks to “create 
an international environment that values diversity, creativity, 
accessibility and freedom” (International Network on Cultural 
Policy 2010). 


thinking aboutstructure 


Government regulations have an impact on the structure of media in the United States 
and in other countries. In what situations, if any, do you think the government has the right 
to regulate media structure and content? Explain. 


Technology on 
Society 


What effects might the nonstop advances in media technology 
have on our society? New media have many widely celebrated 
advantages, including increased connectivity, easier access to 
information, and a democratization of content creation. But a 
variety of analysts argue that new media technologies also have 
negative social consequences. 

Traditional print media are generally read in a linear fash- 
ion, which is ideal for contemplation and rational thought. 
Books store a great deal of information. But the creation of 
books is a slow process, and access to the information in them 
is limited to those who are both literate and sufficiently disci- 
plined to stay focused on an extended linear presentation. 

In contrast, media developed since the mid-twentieth cen- 
tury—particularly television and online media—are imme- 
diate, easy to access, and often emotionally engaging. These 
media lead to a preoccupation with the immediate, as with 
“live” news and entertainment, constantly updated web sites, 
and instant messaging. They also use fast-changing images 
that evoke emotions, or hyperlinks that connect—but also 
fragment—bits of information. 

The result of these new technologies is content that can 
be fast, fleeting, fragmented, and often insubstantial. Mag- 
gie Jackson (2008) argues that our embrace of new media has 
produced a sort of attention-deficit culture—characterized by 
constant stimulation, interruption, and multitasking—that 
provides little intellectual nutritional value. This culture un- 


G In Singapore, a country with a 
large Muslim minority, a woman in 

a traditional headscarf walks past.a 
Western-style advertisement featur- 
ing women in revealing bathing suits. 
The clash between Western media 
content and the different cultural 
values found in many societies is 
part of the debate regarding cultural 
imperialism. 


dermines our ability to focus, 
concentrate, and attend to the 
deeper and more substantive is- 
sues in life that are the bedrock 
of intimate social relationships, 
wisdom, and advances in culture. 

Experimental evidence from 
neuroscience suggests that surf 
ing the Internet develops different 
neural pathways in the brain than 
does reading a book. The constant 
stimulus that characterizes the contemporary media environ- 
ment contributes to a decline in people’s ability to focus, con- 
centrate, and engage in serious thought (Carr 2010). 

The ability of the Internet and mobile devices to connect 
people is typically celebrated as one of its greatest features. 
William Powers (2010) agrees but argues that wisdom, insight, 
and perspective are gained from being disconnected; by creat- 
ing time and space for solitude and contemplative thought. A 
healthy and vibrant life in the digital age, he argues, needs to 
involve a balance between the advantages of connectivity and 
the benefits of solitude. 

Some critics suggest that, despite the world of knowledge 
at their fingertips, the generation that has grown up with new 
media is less informed, less literate, and more self-absorbed 
than any that has preceded it (Bauerlein 2008; Twenge 2006). 
They point to the popularity of social networking as one source 
of the problem. The immediacy and personalized nature of so- 
cial networking, these critics argue, emphasizes the value of 
newness and promotes an extreme focus on the self and an 
immediate network of friends. Information or news that isn’t 
about this narrow world is often of little interest. The result is 
a worldview that promotes entitlement and self-centeredness, 
what Jean Twenge (2006) dubbed “Generation Me.” 

This all-encompassing world of fast, fragmented, fleeting 
images is a part of what some observers contend makes our 
postmodern period of history unique. Most famously, French 
scholar Jean Baudrillard (1988a) argued that in many ways we 
experience hyperreality, the condition in which media depic- 
tions of the world replace the experience of the “real” world. \n- 
creasingly, our lives are saturated by a near constant stream 
of media images that can create a reality all its own. A simple 
example of hyperreality is the familiar “photo opportunity’— 
an event created specifically for the purpose of being covered 
by the media. When the news becomes coverage of an event 
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a When Gannett launched USA Today in the early 1980s, it 
became the symbol of how electronic media were changing the 
newspaper business. The paper relied on bright colorful graphics, 
kept stories very short, and highlighted entertainment topics over 
more substantial news. The vending machines designed to sell the 
papers, with rounded corners and a pedestal format, resembled 
television sets. 


created precisely for media coverage, media reality supplants 
the “real” world. 

As Neil Postman (1985/2005) argues, electronic media have 
shifted the emphasis so dramatically from matters of substance 
to fleeting entertainment that we are in danger of “amusing 
ourselves to death.” He and other observers (Downie and Kai- 
ser 2003; Henry 2007) contend that this emphasis on immedi- 
ate, engaging visuals has contributed significantly to a loss of 
substance in our media culture. 

As media have come to permeate society, they have been 
accompanied by relentless messages promoting consumption. 
These messages have contributed to the rise of consumer cul- 
ture, a defining characteristic of contemporary society. 


Twenty-five-year-old Reema Patel thinks that “the first class 
in college should be about credit cards.” That’s because by the 
time she was twenty-one she had accumulated $28,000 in 
credit card debt and has been working hard to pay it off ever 
since. Like many college students, Reema was sucked into the 
trap of easy credit and the allure of consumer culture, spend- 
ing much more than she should have on travel, shopping, and 


partying. More than 80 percent of college students have at 
least one credit card, and the average number of cards per stu- 
dent is 4.6. Upon graduation the average college student car- 
ries $4,100 in credit card debt (Sallie Mae 2009). 

Easy credit is just one feature of a broader consumer culture 
that incessantly promotes consumption, the process of choosing, 
purchasing, and using goods. A sociological approach to con- 
sumer culture emphasizes its economic, political, cultural, and 
social dimensions (Zukin and Maguire 2004). To sociologists, 
consumption : 


@ Is structured by the economic institutions, political regula- 
tions, and social norms that help organize the production 
and sale of consumer goods 


m Is promoted through advertising and the media 


@ Involves the values, beliefs, and behaviors of consumers 
who, beyond meeting basic needs, use consumption to 
form and express their identities 


Humans have consumed basic goods—such as clothing, 
tools, and simple household goods—for centuries. But modern 
technological advances—especially the rise of industrialization 
and capitalism—fundamentally changed the nature and sig- 
nificance of consumption as a social process. (The Sociology 
Works box explores an applied sociologist’s efforts to better un- 
derstand consumers.) 


The Rise of Consumer Culture 


Consumer culture in the United States and Europe emerged in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, enabled by 
several key developments: 


m [ndustrialization made it possible to produce an un- 
precedented quantity of goods. Factories could mass 
produce a surplus of common personal and household 
items. 


= Mass production greatly reduced the cost of many items, 
making them affordable to a much larger number of people. 
More people became consumers of manufactured goods 
rather than producers of their own items. Fewer clothes, 
for example, were made in the home as more were pur- 
chased in stores. 


= The immense capital investments needed to create mass 
manufacturing facilities gave rise to larger, more centra- 
lized business firms. Eventually, the production and sale 
of most consumer goods shifted from craftsmen and 
small merchants to large corporations and retail chain 
stores. 


m Over time, competition to produce and sell goods more cheaply 
came to dominate much of the consumer market. As part of 
this process, manufacturers introduced planned obsoles- 
cence, the intentional design and manufacture of consumer 
goods so as to ensure a loss of utility in a relatively short period 
of time. Products made cheaply could sell for less but would 
also break or become outdated more quickly, fueling an- 
other round of profitable consumption. 
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Hy Mariampolski and Consumer Research 


y Mariampolski has been hired by the likes of Nissan, 
Clorox, Citibank, Microsoft, McDonald’s, and dozens of 
other well-known corporations as well as numerous not- 
for-profits, such as Business for Social Responsibility, San 
Francisco Unified School District, Liberty Science Center, and the 
New Victory Theater, to better understand their customers. Like 
many sociologists who end up conducting consumer research. 
studies, he sometimes faces criticism from 
academic colleagues who disdain his work 


as doing the bidding of corporate Amer- 
ica, “the devil incarnate” (Rice 2007). 
Such are the contradictions involved 
when sociologists use their understand- 
ing of human behavior to assist clients in 
creating and selling their products. 

With a Ph.D. in sociology, Mariampol- 
ski moved into consumer behavior stud- 
ies after trying out work in an academic 
setting. Mariampolski and his spouse 
and business partner, Sharon Wolf, run 
a firm that specializes in qualitative data 
on how consumers use everyday prod- 
ucts. Although the company, QualiData, 
uses focus groups and interviewing to 
learn about some consumer needs, it 
is best known for pioneering the use 
of ethnographic research in marketing. 
This in- 
volves 
taking 


Hy Mariampolski 


m Excessive manufacturing capacity contributed to the rise of 
advertising as a way to promote more consumption. Advertis- 
ing also generated new kinds of consumer “needs” (Ewen 
2001). As Stephanie Coontz (1992) notes, with the rise of 


account 

of evolving 

cultural habits and observing 

consumers as they buy various 

brands and use products in 

their homes and workplaces. 

Mariampolski (2001, 2005) 

has written two books teach- 

ing these research methods. 1. 

He also shares his tools and 

techniques and applies his 

academic training in workshops 

he conducts worldwide. Ze 
First-hand observations 

in natural settings can shed 


consumers. 


“l use my [sociology] 
background and knowledge 
every day of the week when 
| explain to my clients how 


their products may have to be 


adapted for new or growing 
demographic categories, 
when | demonstrate how 


foundational ideas in societies 


undergo cross-cultural 
diffusion and drift and when | 


show them how technological 


changes stimulate 
modifications in social 
structures and beliefs.” 


new light on how customers use products, on their frustrations 
with product design, and on how they may use products in ways 
that manufacturers never intended. Such insights help manu- 
facturers design better products and market more effectively to 


Mariampolski likes to think of himself as representing the 
“voice of the consumer,” providing manufacturers with feedback 
on what people like and don’t like. For ex- 
ample, one of his projects highlighted how 
working-class men avoid many pain reliev- 


ers because they cause drowsiness, which 
can interfere with their ability to perform 
their jobs. 

His firm was also involved in a variety 
of ad campaigns involving sexual health. 
He helped condom manufacturers find 
more “life-afirming” ways to advertise 
that encouraged consumers to integrate 
condoms into their “natural eroticism.” 
“People are not necessarily motivated 
by ads threatening them with death,” 
Mariampolski observed. 

Mariampolski endorses the trend 
among consumers that demands more 
socially responsible business practices, 
such as caring about nutrition and the 
environment. Nevertheless, he some- 
times gets criticized for “his enthusiastic 
endorsement of free-market capitalism” 
that runs counter to sociologists whose 


research documents the negative effects 


of consumer culture and corporate advertising. 


research raise? 


Mariampolski, though, is comfortable in his alliance with corpo- 
rate America. “We help corporations implement their good inten- 
tions,” he says. “We’re not outside throwing bricks.” (Rice 2007) 


think about it 


What do you think about sociologists using their knowledge and 
research techniques to help companies market their products 
effectively? What ethical issues, if any, might this form of 


What insights might you gain from observational research that 
you might not learn from an interview or a focus group? 


consumer society, “The word consumption increasingly lost 
its earlier connotations of destroying, wasting, or using up, 
and came instead to refer in a positive way to the satisfying 
of human needs and desires” (p. 170). 
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Even when consumer culture was still in its infancy, it did 
not escape the notice of early sociologists. In the late nine- 
teenth century, Karl Marx in particular considered the links 
between the changing methods of production and the new cul- 
ture of consumption. 


Alienated Labor and 
Commodity Fetishism 


Have you ever experienced the satisfaction of doing it your- 
self—say, repairing a car, completing a craft project, or creat- 
ing a web site? For Marx, work that we engage in to meet our 
human needs is, ideally, creative and satisfying. Growing food, 
building a home, or knitting a sweater are all inherently mean- 
ingful tasks that help to develop human potential. The rise 
of industrial capitalism, however, distorted our relationship 
to work so that it became separated from 
meeting basic needs. Rather than working 
for themselves to create useful things, wage 
laborers work at the discretion of employ- 
ers for money to buy goods that will meet 
their needs. This system creates a distance 
between what we do (for money) and what 
we use (as consumers). One consequence of 
this distance, according to Marx, is alien- 
ation, the separation and isolation of workers 
as a result of the structure of capitalist soci- 
ety. Alienation under capitalism has several 
dimensions: 


= Workers are separated from their natural 
state as creative, autonomous beings. They 
become largely interchangeable cogs in a 
productive machine. 


m Workers are separated from one another, instead of working 
together toward a common good. 


m Workers are separated from what they produce. Little or no 
connection exists between workers and the products of 
their labor, which are owned by their employers. 


@ Workers are separated from the process of production. For 
many, work is a meaningless, tedious activity with few, if 
any, intrinsic rewards. 


Ironically, later researchers have found that the impersonal, 
isolating nature of work creates dissatisfaction and unhappi- 
ness that advertisers then exploit by encouraging consumption 
as a solution for this alienation. The beneficiaries of this system 
of production and consumption are capitalists, who gain, first, 
by exploiting workers—paying them less than the value of the 
goods they generate—and, second, by profiting from the sales 
of such goods back to workers. 

When we no longer create or grow the goods we consume, 
the source of consumer products can seem obscure. Marx 
used the term commodity fetishism to describe the failure of 
people to recognize the labor that created the value in the com- 
modities they use. In the study of primitive religions, fetish refers 
to objects that have magical powers. When we buy jeans or a 


t-shirt, they seem to appear magically at the local mall with a 
price tag, entirely separate from the workers who made them. 
We generally do not think about the labor process involved 
in an item’s creation: the likely low-paid workers—perhaps 
even child laborers—who made the item, the extensive mark- 
up added to the price to create profit, or the natural resources 
consumed in its production and transportation. This discon- 
nect between production of goods and their consumption has 
become a feature of our consumer culture. 


Consumption and Identity 


Your great grandparents probably had identities that reflected 
where they were born and lived and worked, their religious 
beliefs, and their strong ties to a particular community. Your 
identity is no doubt still forming as a result perhaps of various 
moves, changing schools and peer groups, and living on your 
own and considering future career choices 
while you attend college. The nature of our 
identities reflects, in large part, the nature 
of our society. 

As sociologist Peter Berger (1963) once 
put it, “[T]raditional societies assign defi- 
nite and permanent identities to their mem- 
bers” (p. 48). In such societies, identity is 
often rooted firmly in the family and com- 
munity, with rigid and permanent roles that 
are recognized widely. With the rise of mo- 
dernity, radical economic, social, and po- 
litical changes contributed to the creation of 
modern identities, partially freed from the 
influences of family and place. “In modern 
society,” Berger notes, “identity itself is un- 
certain and in flux.” Since our family of ori- 
gin and place of birth do not necessarily determine our future, 
our sense of self does not develop automatically. 

Today’s postmodern era requires us to choose who we will 
become. We have more freedom to choose or construct our 
own social roles, decide where to live and what to do, and 
much more. A paramount question—one nearly unthinkable 
in traditional societies—becomes “Who do we want to be?” 

In a highly commercial society, where nearly everything is a 
product for sale, what you buy and where you buy it can take 
on great importance as an affirmation of your identity. Con- 
sumerism is an emphasis on shopping and the possession of mate- 
rial goods as the route to personal happiness. Advertisers sell an 
identity through products, and individuals express their iden- 
tity through the choices they make as consumers (or by their 
rejection of consumerism). 

In his aptly titled book, The Conquest of Cool, cultural his- 
torian Thomas Frank (1997) showed how advertisers in the 
1960s tapped into the popular culture of the day by promoting 
consumption as a type of creative self-expression. A variety of 
consumer products were touted as the choice of nonconform- 
ists, rebels, and the “hip,” such as Volkswagen vans, Old Gold 
cigarettes, Polaroid cameras, and Suzuki motorcycles. Ads en- 
couraged consumers to reject conformity—by following the 
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Regardless of the product being sold or 
the audience being targeted, many advertis- 
ers sell their products by associating them 
with a particular image and lifestyle. Are 
these ads really about milk, MP3 players, 
watches, or big box stores? 


ads’ advice to buy a product. The result, of course, is confor- 
mity among all those who buy the product. ‘The spectacle of 
major corporations selling mass consumption as a means of 
self-expression and individual rebellion—ironic though it may 
be—surfaces frequently in advertising campaigns. Apple Com- 
puter, for example, promoted the iPad “revolution” when it first 
released the new tablet computer in 2010. Its earlier “Think 
Different” Macintosh ad campaign featured rebels such as Ma- 
hatma Gandhi, John Lennon, and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Advertisers often promote their products to particular de- 
mographic groups, sometimes reinforcing differences based on 
gender, race, age, and class. Products not only do something, 
they say something about who we want to be and the group to 
which we belong. Far removed from Marx’s notion that prod- 
ucts meet human needs, today’s consumer products are often 
about image and identity. This phenomenon is not entirely 
new. As we saw in Chapter 9, Thorstein Veblen explored the 
“conspicuous consumption” of the leisure class a century ago. 
However, this kind of consumption has expanded to include 
most of society. The brands we choose become infused with 
social meaning that go well beyond the practical use of the 
product. Prestigious commodities (such as cars, electronics, 
and clothes) are taken to be a reflection of our own social value 


(Baudrillard 1988b). 


New job, new home, new life, 


Thank goodness for an old friend,” 


GEORGE CLOONEY 


ALWAYS LOW PRICES. 
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Promoting Consumption 


Advertising is ubiquitous in contemporary society. Just think of 
the various places you've observed ads in the past week: On large 
highway billboards, on taxis and buses, at the airport, through- 
out your local mall, in the stalls in public restrooms, on a sticker 
on a piece of fruit—and in much of the media you consume. 
Advertising provides the primary source of revenue for most 
media. You don’t have to pay for broadcast television and radio 
because advertisers foot the bill. The fees for cable television and 
print subscriptions are affordable because the majority of operat- 
ing revenue typically comes from advertising. New media, such 
as Google and Facebook, have adopted the broadcast model— 
advertising-supported and free to users—for online sites. Most 
successful high-traffic web sites, from news and entertainment 
sites to medical advice and “how to” sites, are supported by ad- 
vertisers willing to pay a premium for a targeted audience. 

At its most basic level, advertising provides consumers 
with information about specific products and services. On the 
whole, however, advertising promotes more than just a particu- 
lar product. As sociologist Michael Schudson (1986) has noted, 
advertising “fosters a consumer way of life” (p. 238). 

A great deal of thought, money, and effort goes into encour- 
aging people to be consumers. Advertisers must make people 
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Until the mid-1980s, players in the National Hockey League 
skated on rinks with plain white ice and boards. When today’s 
players take to the rink, they skate past countless commercial 
advertisements plastered on the boards and painted right 

into the ice on which they play. It is impossible to watch 
professional sports today without being forced to view the 
logos and other advertisements that cover and surround the 
playing surfaces and, sometimes, the players themselves. Even 
sports arenas and ballparks now carry the names of corporate 
sponsors and are designed to promote consumption. 


CHAPTER14 Media and Consumption 


unhappy with what they have and lead them to believe that a 
purchase will improve their condition. They cultivate dissatis- 
faction by encouraging consumers to feel insecure, bored, anx- 
ious, envious, or frustrated about the life they lead and then 
evoke an image or a lifestyle that consumers supposedly want 
to emulate, a process called “emotional obsolescence.” The cy- 
cles of fashion, the new car models, the constant upgrades of 
media devices are all techniques designed to promote dissatis- 
faction with the older version of a product and plant the seed 


of desire for the new product. This endless cycle of consump- 
tion, dissatisfaction, and consumption is an inherent part of 
consumer culture. Increasingly, advertisers are also exploiting 
the emotional vulnerabilities of children, as the Through a So- 
ciological Lens box describes. 

One problem for the advertising industry is that people 
generally do not like advertisements. As a result, the ad in- 
dustry is constantly developing new ways to overcome audi- 
ence resistance and promote consumption, including through 
advertising in public spaces, product integration, and stealth 
advertising. 


PUBLIC SPACES AND CAPTIVE AUDIENCES 


One way to overcome resistance to ads is simply to place them 
in public spaces that are difficult to avoid. In recent years, for 
example, ads have appeared on the exterior of airplanes, in- 
side school classrooms, all around sports arenas, and just about 
everywhere on the Internet. Another strategy is to show ads 
in places where people are temporarily a captive audience: in 
elevators, taxicabs, airports, waiting rooms in doctors’ offices, 
and rest rooms. 


PRODUCT INTEGRATION Today’s television view- 


ers can use their remote controls to change channels during 
commercials and fast forward past commercials in recorded 
programs. In response to audience resistance, advertisers in 
recent years have used the technique of product placement, 
in which the product being advertised is integrated into media 
content, making the ads unavoidable. For example, an entire 
episode of the television comedy Arrested Development was set 
in a Burger King restaurant. One report found that in a four- 
month period, Apple products—including Mac computers and 
iPods—were shown or mentioned over 250 times in television 
programs such as The Office, 24, and CSI: NY (Goo 2006). 

Other media use product placement, as well. In movies, the 
car the hero drives, the computer the police detective uses, and 
the wristwatch the spy consults are all likely to be products 
provided to the movie producers and inserted into the film, 
sometimes for a fee. Movie producers keep costs down by using 
such free (or paid-for) props, advertisers get to associate their 
products with popular movie stars, and audiences experience a 
form of advertising that is woven seamlessly into the film. 

Product placements show up regularly in just about every 
form of commercial media. Even many news programs incor- 
porate advertising into their content. Companies distribute 
“video news releases” promoting their products that are broad- 
cast by some local news programs, often without attribution. 
In addition, freelance “experts” appear on many local and na- 
tional morning news shows offering reviews of new consumer 
products. Some of these experts are paid by advertisers for a 
positive mention of their products (Rainey 2010). 

South Korean teen idol Lee Hyo Lee brought this form of 
advertising to its logical conclusion in her hit pop song “Any- 
motion.” In the video for this song, Lee dances with Sam- 
sung’s Anycall brand cell phone while she sings. The song, the 
video, even the choreographer were all paid for by Samsung, 
which crafted the lyrics to repeatedly include the word any, 
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Examining the Commercialization of Childhood 


ore than ever before, advertisers are using the media to 
target society’s most vulnerable members: children. To- 
day’s ad campaigns are much more sophisticated than in 
the past. For example, children in laboratories are stud- 
ied for their reactions to various kinds of advertising; marketers 
even measure their eye movements and physiological responses. 
Children fill out marketing surveys in schools, and sponsored 


classroom materials sometimes include brand-name acknowledg- 
ments that serve as advertisements for youth-oriented products. 


Marketers also employ psychologists who help craft messages to 
exploit the emotional vulnerabilities of children, especially their 
feelings that they are “uncool,” a “loser,” or simply “left out” if 
they don’t have the latest product. Children are even being hired 
for “stealth advertising” efforts (described later), for example, by 
participating in slumber parties sponsored by the research and 
marketing firm Girls Intelligence Agency, at which the children 
try to learn about and influence their friends’ tastes and habits. 

Once a tiny portion of the advertising industry, children’s 
advertising has grown dramatically in the past few years as cor- 
porations have found ways to tap parents’ wallets through their 
kids. This barrage of ad messages, says sociologist Juliet Schor, is 
literally making children sick, contributing to obesity and causing 
an array of health and psychological problems. Schor has used 
sociological inquiry to study the inside operations of advertising 
agencies that target children, and she has explored the effects of 
advertising on children. What she found is alarming. 

Today’s children are being inundated with many more ads than 
any other generation has ever experienced. In the 1970s, children 
watched an estimated fifty-five television commercials a day. 

By the 1990s this figure had doubled to 110 (or 40,000 a year), 
and it continues to increase. In 2006 the medical journal Pediat- 
rics noted, with concern, that children see ads everywhere—on 
television, online, in magazines, and on billboards—and that the 
average child in the United States views more than 3,000 adver- 
tisements per day. In recent years, ads have become increasingly 
prevalent in other youth-oriented media, including video games 
and social networking web sites. 

Children have a keen awareness of themselves as consumers 
and are often the first to try new technology. As Schor points 
out, “Children have become conduits from the consumer market- 
place into the household, the link between advertisers and the 
family purse.” As such, children drive many forms of household 
consumption, often by nagging parents until they give in or using 
their own allowance to purchase products. Advertisers under- 
stand this process and target children accordingly. 

All this exposure to advertising, says Schor, has led to a public 
health crisis. An epidemic in childhood obesity can be traced, in 
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part, to a sedentary lifestyle (often spent watching television and 
playing video games) coupled with the dramatic increase in the 
consumption of high-fat and high-sugar junk food (advertised on 
children’s programs). More broadly, Schor’s research suggests 
that the more children are caught up in the consumer culture, 
the more likely they are to suffer from depression, anxiety, lower 
self-esteem, and a variety of physical complaints brought on by 
emotional distress. The ability of advertising to promote dissatis- 
faction and envy can take a toll on young psyches. 

Surveys show that four out of five Americans think there 
should be more restrictions on children’s advertising, and nearly 
nine out of ten think that our consumer culture makes it more 
difficult to instill positive values in children. Even many of the 
marketers that Schor interviewed for her study knew something 
was wrong; they spontaneously expressed ambivalence and guilt 
about what their work was doing to children. 


Sources: American Academy of Pediatrics (2006); Babb (2004); Center for 
the New American Dream, http://newdream.org; Schor (2004); Strasburger 
and Wilson (2002); Strasburger, Wilson, and Jordan (2009). 


think about it 


1. What sorts of regulations, if any, do you think should be placed 
on advertising to children? Did your parents restrict your access 
to media? What steps would you take as a parent to help shield 
your children from the effects of advertising? 


2. List all the consequences for children who are overly 
commercialized. Think about the psychic as well as the economic 
consequences. What might these children be missing in their 
lives? 
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reminding listeners over and over again of their Anycall brand 
(Fowler 2005). 

In all of these cases, the line between content and advertise- 
ment has been erased, a development that has angered some 
actors and writers. Their unions have protested these practices, 
saying they force actors to make product endorsements for 
which they are not compensated and writers to write ad copy 
rather than program content. ‘They also argue that the practice 
is inherently deceptive (Waxman 2005). 


STEALTH ADVERTISING Another _ increasingly 
common practice is stealth advertising. Sometimes called “gue- 
rilla marketing,” stealth advertising is the creation of covert 
advertising in everyday real-life situations. For example, many 
advertisers take advantage of social networking sites and con- 
sumer review features of online retail sites to plant surrepti- 
tious advertising for their products. Advertisers hire employees 
to pose as ordinary users of these sites and praise the attributes 
of their employer’s products by posting enthusiastic reviews. 
In one high-profile 2010 case, the Federal Trade Commission 
(2010) charged a public relations firm with posting game re- 
views at the iTunes store without disclosing that the firm was 
hired to promote the games. 

Advertisers also hire people to promote their products subtly 
by, for example, going to bars and ordering a particular brand 
of beer, in effect becoming a walking advertisement. Camera 
companies have hired people to pose as tourists and ask pass- 
ersby to take their picture in front of a popular landmark. As 
this innocuous exchange takes place, the “tourists” praise the 
virtues of their new camera, creating another stealth ad. Such 


TABLE 14.1 


advertising techniques, which rely on people’s trust and good 
will, are deceptive and insert commercial motivations into 
everyday social interactions. 


The Social Impact of 
Consumer Culture 


What happens to a culture in which consumption becomes the 
center of social life and citizens are subject to an endless stream 
of advertising? We note some of the social implications in the 
sections that follow. 


INEQUALITY AND CONSUMPTION Social 


and economic inequality is important to keep in mind when 
considering the impact of consumer culture. The affluence 
necessary for consumer spending is not distributed evenly, and 
large segments of the world’s population still endure poverty 
and subsistence living. The transformation to consumer cul- 
ture came first to the more affluent Western societies in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and only recently to 
parts of the developing world that are now integrated into the 
global economy. After the fall of communism in 1989, Eastern 
Europe saw a dramatic expansion in consumer culture. China, 
too, has recently instituted major economic changes, enabling 
growth in consumer spending. 

Using data to measure purchasing power, a United Nations 
study found that 85 percent of Americans were classified as 
active consumers, but only 28 percent of the world’s popula- 
tion qualified for this classification (Gardner, Assadourian, and 
Sarin 2004). The vast majority of the world’s population is un- 


THE COST OF LUXURY CONSUMER PRODUCTS VERSUS HUMAN NEEDS 


Luxury Consumer Products 


Product Annual Expenditure 

Makeup (global) $18 billion 

Pet food in the United States $17 billion 

and Europe 

Perfumes (global) $15 billion an 
Ocean cruises (global) $14 billion 

Ice cream in Europe $11 billion : 


Human Needs 


Annual Investment 
Needed to Achieve Goal 


Social or Economic Goal 


Reproductive health care for $12 billion 
all women 

Elimination of hunger and $19 billion 
malnutrition 

Universal literacy $5 billion 
Clean drinking water for all $10 billion 
Immunizing every child $1.3 billion 


o™ 

<> The table lists examples of the annual expenditure on luxury consumer items compared to the estimated annual expenditures 
needed to achieve key social and economic goals. As the authors who assembled the table note, the list debunks the idea that “many of 
the unmet basic needs of the world’s poor are too costly to address” (Gardner, Assadourian, and Sarin:2004, 10). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


( wp What does the list in Table 14.1 suggest about the hidden costs of consumer culture? 
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able to participate in consumer culture because of their starkly 
limited resources. Those who are active consumers face some 
sobering choices about how they direct their wealth. Table 14.1 
compares the annual expenditure on luxury items versus what 
might have been accomplished had those resources been allo- 
cated to more basic human needs. 


DEBT AND DISSATISFACTION As we saw in 


Chapter 12, Marx regarded religion as an “opiate” that gave tem- 
porary, but ultimately false, comfort to people suffering from 
society's injustices. Since the middle of the twentieth century, 
critical theorists have sug- 
gested that consumerism 
fills a similar role in mod- 
ern society (Adorno and 

Horkheimer 1944/2000). 

Shopping is often touted as 

an: escape from the drudg- 

eries of daily life. “Treating 

yourself,” “living for the 

weekend,” and “splurging” 

because “you are worth it” 
are all popular notions that 
encourage guilt-free consumption. However, the fleeting com- 
fort of consumption is often coupled with the accumulation 
of burdensome debt, producing more stress and anxiety in a 
person’s life. Consumption and working to pay for it become a 
cyclical way of life (Schor 1999). 

As far back as Durkheim, sociologists have understood 
that satisfaction in life comes from understanding and staying 
within limits and boundaries. Insofar as advertising and con- 
sumer culture encourage boundless desires that can never be 
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on social theory 


Marx and contemporary conflict 
theorists emphasize the inability 
of consumption ultimately to offer 
satisfaction. Has consumption 
helped give you a sense of 
satisfaction? Who has benefited 
from your participation in 
consumer culture? 


G American fast-food restaurants 
line a street in Shenzhen, China. 
Consumer cultures of this sort, once 
limited to affluent Western countries, 
have now expanded to some develop- 
ing nations. But U.S.-style levels of 
consumption cannot be sustained 
globally; the planet simply does not 
contain sufficient resources. 


satisfied, they can be a source of so- 
cial instability and can undermine 
human happiness. 

Excessive consumption  can- 
not substitute for addressing the 
underlying social conditions that 
create unhappiness. Since the cycle 
of consumption is at bottom based 
on perpetual dissatisfaction (Ewen 
2001), any comforting effects are 
likely to be temporary, leaving 
deep-seated troublesome issues un- 
changed. What is more likely to 
produce happiness and satisfaction? Scholars point to reward- 
ing interpersonal relationships, meaningful employment, out- 
lets for creative self-expression, and gratifying civic and com- 
munity participation (Kasser 2003; Lane 1994). 


COMMODIFICATION Commodification is the pro- 
cess of transforming all things into a product to be bought and sold. 
Social relationships that used to be based on, and promoted by, 
mutual aid and trust are often just commercial transactions 
today. For example, a variety of goods and services that were 
once produced and shared among family and friends—such as 
yard work, pet sitting, home repairs, and childcare—are now 
more likely to be paid services. Today we even shop for mates 
on the Internet. 

Religious holidays and communal festivals that once pro- 
moted social solidarity are now celebrations of consumption. 
Beginning with “Black Friday’s” middle-of-the-night sales im- 
mediately following Thanksgiving, we count the shopping days 
left until Christmas. Birthdays, Mother’s Day and Father's Day, 
Valentine’s Day, and other events are marked by the obligatory 
mass-produced greeting card and the purchase of a consumer 
item. Big sales are associated with President’s Day, Labor Day, 
and Memorial Day. The newest civic holiday, the Super Bowl, 
is as notable for the unveiling of new advertisements as for the 
game played on the field. Shopping has been transformed from 
a necessary chore to America’s favorite pastime. 

With commodification, monetary terms increasingly mea- 
sure social life. If carried to an extreme, such a development 
can undermine the social trust necessary for a healthy society. 
A society in which everything—and everyone—has a price 
is one in which emptiness and alienation are likely to thrive 


(Dunn 2000; Slater 1999). 
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ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION Finally,the 
spread of the culture of consumption around the globe has 
taken a toll on the environment. For decades, affluent nations, 
especially the United States, have consumed the Earth’s re- 
sources at a vastly disproportionate level. With about 5 percent 
of the Earth’s population, Americans consume about 25 per- 
cent of the world’s resources. Now, billions of residents of de- 
veloping nations are seeing improvements in their standards of 
living and are themselves becoming consumers. For some, con- 
sumer culture is a step up from the grinding pain of poverty. 


The more widespread availability of basic, affordable consumer 
goods has been a major positive development. 

The overall expansion of consumer culture, however, has 
resulted in environmental destruction on a massive, unprec- 
edented, and unsustainable scale—including slashed and 
burned forests, polluted air and water, toxic landfills, crippling 
carbon dioxide emission, holes in the atmosphere’s protective 
ozone layer, and wholesale climate change. We explore some of 
these effects in Chapter 15. 


TARGETING CONSUMERS IN THE DIGITAL AGE 


he Internet has taken advertising to a whole new level 

because it is the only medium that allows advertis- 

ers to track the activity of potential consumers (Story 

2008), providing information about users’ interests 
and habits. 

In a 2010 investigative report about what it called “the 
business of spying on Internet users,” the Wall Street Journal 
discovered that the “tracking of consumers has grown both 
far more pervasive and far more intrusive than is realized by 
all but a handful of people in the vanguard of the industry” 
(Angwin 2010). For example, the top fifty web sites in the 
United States each installed, on average, sixty-four differ- 
ent pieces of tracking technology on a visitor’s computer— 
typically without giving users any warning. The top fifty 
youth sites installed a total of more than 4,000 tracking 
tools on users’ computers. These new tracking tools are the 
foundation for a new promotional approach known as be- 
havioral targeting, advertising sent to online users based on 
their earlier Internet activities. 

The most well-known form of online tracking involves 
the installation of cookies. Many web sites install a tracking 
number, known as a cookie, on your computer when you 
visit the sites. Cookies initially facilitated online shopping by 
allowing consumers to place items in a virtual shopping cart 
until they checked out. Their use has since been expanded 
to link all of a consumer’s online activity, including the sites 
you visit, the items you buy, and any personal information 
you supply. You may have noticed, for example, that ona 
visit to Amazon.com, the site recommends items related to 
your previous browsing. Cookies also help web sites to store 


important personal information such as your name, address, 
and payment preferences. This information can help users 
learn about new products that might match their interests 
and can make online shopping fast and easy. 

In recent years, however, cookies have been installed pri- 
marily by companies that specialize in tracking and recording 
users’ online activity and selling this information to advertis- 
ers. These companies pay web sites to permit them to install 
tracking tools on the computers of visitors to the site. In 
addition, tracking tools are sometimes hidden in banner ads 
or free downloadable apps, games, and ring tones. 

By piecing together bits of information you leave behind 
as you browse the Internet, advertisers can anticipate your 
likely interests and pitch products to you based on your past 
online activity. Records of your searches on Google or other 
sites, the products you have viewed, the articles you have 
read, the zip code you entered to get local weather, your 
Facebook or MySpace likes and dislikes—all these pieces 
of information can be assembled to create a sophisticated 
consumer profile that allows marketers to create a targeted 
online consumer experience, steering you to advertisements 
tailor-made to your specific interests. 

The principles of behavioral targeting are also visible in 
political campaigns. By mining data about your online activi- 
ties, campaigns can customize the information you receive 
about a candidate. In this way, the campaign can personalize 
the candidate’s message and target it to you based on your 
demographic and consumer profile. Different citizens can 
literally be getting different messages from the same candi- 
date (Howard 2005; Panagopoulos 2009). 


thinking abouteylture 


As consumer Culture spreads throughout the globe, environmental pollution is spreading, 
as well. What aspects of U.S. consumer culture might create these problems? 


Research suggests there is substantial public concern In the face of the growing sophistication of behavioral 


about online tracking. One comprehensive national survey targeting and other data gathering techniques, consumer ad- 
found that two-thirds of Internet users in the United States vocates have called for government regulations. The Federal 
do not want to receive targeted advertising. Asked about the Trade Commission proposed a “do not track” option in 2010, 
prospect of receiving targeted online ads based on their off- which would permit users to opt out of all tracking tools. In 
line consumer activity, more than 85 percent of respondents response, online data trackers and advertisers have come up 
indicated their disapproval (Turow et al. 2009). with their own proposals to head off potential regulation. A 
Public opposition to behavioral targeting is connected group of online tracking companies started a service called 
to broader concerns about online privacy. For example, the the Open Data Partnership in 2011, which allows consumers to 
practice of “scraping” involves copying material from online view and edit data that have been collected on them but does 
forums, career-oriented web sites, and social networking not permit users to opt out of tracking altogether (Steel 2010). 
sites, on which users often discuss and post information In early 2011 Google and Mozilla announced software for their 
about various aspects of their lives, from school, work, and browsers that would allow consumers to opt out permanently. 
relationships to health, exercise, and hobbies (Angwin and Whether the tracking companies would honor the opt-out re- 
Stecklow 2010). In some cases, scrapers construct individual quests is another worrisome question (New York Times 20114). 
user profiles that connect people’s online screen names to The debate about online advertising techniques is sure to 
their real names, which they sell to advertisers, employers, continue throughout the decade, as citizens and policymak- 
and other web sites. Online scrapers also sell so-called “lis- ers sort through the various arguments about consumer pri- 
tening services,” in which they report to clients what people vacy and efficient marketing. In this new era of customized 
are saying about a specific topic or product. Facebook and consumption, sociologists are likely to pay careful attention 
other social networking sites, which include personal infor- to the power associated with information tracking and the 
mation that users post voluntarily, are particularly valuable cultural consequences of the proliferation of personalized 
sources for information scrapers. advertising (and political) messages. 


| THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 


| ABOUT... 


Media and Consumption 


Media reflect and promote cultural norms. 


Consumption has become central to our culture and is used to help form social identities. 


The structure of the media industry shapes the content of popular media. 


m Media organizations must operate within the structural constraints imposed by their legal, 
structure political, economic, and cultural environments. 


The widespread presence of advertising helps to structure consumer society. 


™ Major media ownership is highly concentrated; those who control the media wield 
considerable power in society. 


m Consumerism is linked to inequality and reflects disparities in economic power in society. 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


@ Looking Back 


ak 


As a social institution, media involve the interaction of sev- 
eral key elements: the media industry, media content, audi- 
ences, technology, and the broader social context. 


. The media industry has been expanding, integrating, and glo- 


balizing, while its ownership has become more concentrated. 


Media content often reflects the broader social inequalities 
in society, sometimes perpetuating them through the social- 
ization process. 


. Audiences consist of active readers, viewers, and listeners 


who make choices about their media use and interpret me- 
dia content, often based on their social position. But exten- 
sive and long-term exposure to media does have an impact 
on audiences, influencing what they think about and how 
they view the world. 


Converging media forms, technological advances, and the 
rise in user-generated content have been major contributors 
to the explosive growth of media. 


6. 


Whatever their form, media act as sources of information, 
agents of socialization, and as a means for those in power to 
promote ideology. 


‘The rise in electronic media technology in postmodern life 
is a significant change from modernity’s reliance on print, 
introducing new ways of thinking about and seeing the 
world. 


‘The rise of consumer culture was accompanied by an in- 
crease in advertising delivered through various media. 
Advertising has become a ubiquitous force, and advertisers 
use a variety of techniques to influence our identities and 
promote consumption. 


Consumer culture has had a significant social impact on 
how we live, work, and value our lives. It has also been a key 
factor in the escalation of environmental degradation. 


@ critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


i 


In what ways and for how long do you use media in a typi- 
cal day? Keep a log for one or two days, noting every use of 
media. How would you summarize the role that media play 
in your life? How do you think your lifelong exposure to 
media has influenced how you understand the world? How 
does the influence of media extend beyond what you know 
to include /ow you relate to the social world? 


If someone relied exclusively on popular media portrayals 
to understand the life of a college student today, would they 
get a reasonably accurate picture of your real-world experi- 
ences in college? What does this say about the role of media 
in teaching about aspects of the world we don’t experience 


first-hand? 


3. 


Note your exposure to advertising for one day. What tech- 
niques did advertisers use to get your attention? Is there any 
part of your life that is free from brand names, logos, and ads? 


Would you agree to have a corporate advertiser pay for 

your wedding ceremony in exchange for incorporating the 
corporation's logo into the event (for example, printed on 
invitations and napkins, displayed on a banner at the recep- 
tion, announced as part of the ceremony)? Why or why not? 
What issues does this “product placement” raise about the 
appropriate limits for advertising? 


In what ways do you participate in consumer culture? Do 
you have any concerns about the role of consumption in 
your life? 
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Fe Key Terms 


active audiences (p. 383) audiences that make choices about 
how they use the media and actively interpret media content. 

agenda-setting theory (p. 385) a theory that holds that media 
may not be able to tell people what to think but can signifi- 
cantly influence what people think about. 

alienation (p. 394) the separation and isolation of workers as a 
result of the structure of capitalist society. 

behavioral targeting (p. 400) advertising sent to online users 
based on their earlier Internet activities. 

commodification (p. 399) the process of transforming all things 
into a product to be bought and sold. 

commodity fetishism (p. 394) consumers’ failure to recognize 
the labor that created the value in the commodities they use. 

consumerism (p. 394) an emphasis on shopping and the posses- 
sion of material goods as the route to personal happiness. 

consumption (p. 392) the process of choosing, purchasing, and 
using goods. 

convergence (p. 386) the merging of different media forms. 

cultivation theory (p. 385) a theory that argues that, by re- 
peated and long-term exposure to the media’s portrayal of the 
world (especially on television), people come to accept many 
of these depictions as reality. 

cultural imperialism (p. 390) the tendency of media corpora- 
tions from wealthier nations—especially the United States— 
to export so many of their media products that they come 
to dominate the local cultures of other, especially poorer, 
nations. 

digital divide (p. 388) the gap between those who have the 


knowledge and resources needed to use digital information 


technology, especially computers and the Internet, and those 
who do not. 

dual product markets (p. 383) the situation that occurs when a 
company sells two completely different types of “products” to 
two completely different sets of buyers. 

horizontal integration (p. 379) what occurs when a media com- 
pany owns different forms of media. 

hyperreality (p. 391) the condition in which media depictions of 
the world replace the experience of the “real” world. 

mass media (p. 377) communications that reach a relatively 
large and mostly anonymous audience. 

media (p. 377) the various technological processes that enable 
communication between (and are in the “middle” of) the 
sender of a message and the receiver of that message. 

ownership concentration (p. 380) what occurs when more 
media outlets come to be owned by a diminishing number of 
media corporations. 

planned obsolescence (p. 392) the intentional design and man- 
ufacture of consumer goods so as to ensure a loss of utility in 
a relatively short period of time. 

product placement (p. 396) the integration into media content 
of a product that is being advertised. 

stealth advertising (p. 398) the creation of covert advertising in 
everyday real-life situations. 

user-generated content (p. 386) content that is created by or- 
dinary media users, rather than by media organizations, and 
that is available to a potentially large audience. 

vertical integration (p. 379) what occurs when a media com- 
pany owns the different stages of production and distribution 
of a single media form. 
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hen Fan Qun moved from a rural community to the city of Beijing looking for economic 


opportunity, every aspect of his and his family’s life changed. Unlike many others who struggled, Qun 
became affluent working for a consulting firm that advises Western pharmaceutical companies doing 
business in China. 

Yet “everyone is unhappy,” says Fan Hanlin, Qun’s seventy-year-old father. Because Qun and his 
wife view their marriage as their main priority, rather than their relationship with Qun’s father, Hanlin 
has lost his traditional role as respected elder. Qun’s father and mother are also upset by behaviors 
that contrast starkly with their lifelong frugality: Qun and his wife employ two housekeepers, 
frequently eat in expensive restaurants, and each own a car. 

Millions have moved into China’s growing cities, abandoning a centuries-old way of life and 
adopting the new norms of an urban, market-oriented society. Affluence has enabled many city 
dwellers to afford their own apartments, and some even put their elderly parents into nursing homes, 
a practice unheard of just a few years ago. 

Perhaps the most dramatic impact of change has been on China’s environment, with significant 
health consequences. To fuel massive growth, China’s land has been overcultivated, overgrazed, and 
sometimes deforested, with 90 percent of trees cut in some provinces. Over a quarter of China’s land 


mass is a desert today, contributing to massive sandstorms that sometimes halt air traffic in major 
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cities. To attract investment, the government allowed foreign 
corporations to locate toxic-waste-producing factories in 
China, where environmental protection laws are almost 
nonexistent. China is the world’s biggest producer of carbon 
dioxide emissions, opening a new coal-fired power plant every 
week. The government estimates that each year 300,000 
Chinese people die prematurely from air pollution, and the 
World Bank estimates that 750,000 Chinese people die 
prematurely each year owing to pollution of all sorts (Cha 
2008; Chen 2005; Fan 2008; Kennicott 2008; McGray 2007). 
Perhaps most amazing is that China’s growth in urbanization 
and affluence is just beginning. @ 


hether changing individual families, transforming 

the nation, or influencing the planet, China’s-expe- 

rience with urbanization illustrates three themes we 

explore in this chapter. First, where we live influences 
how we live. The move from traditional rural communities 
to the new physical and social environment of cities changes 
cultural norms, creates new social structures, and alters power 
relationships. Second, although growth creates affluence for 
some, it also creates environmental challenges that result in 
major social problems. Sociology can help us better understand 
the dynamics behind our environmental crises and suggest op- 
tions for addressing them. Third, health is more than a medical 
issue; it is a social issue connected to broad social patterns, and 
the sociological perspective can help us to understand the so- 
cial dynamics that influence health-related issues. 


and Evolution 
of Communities 


Films and television have often told the tale: a small-town in- 
nocent finds his or her way to the big city 
and is overwhelmed. City life is so differ- 
ent from home! Buildings shoot upto the 
sky, crowds of people bustle frantically, the 
noise is deafening, and con artists prey on 
the naively trusting innocent. Offering a 
similarly comedic counterpoint to this 
storyline is that of the bewildered “city 
slicker” adrift in the foreign ways of a rural 
community. 

Though now clichés, these tales re- 
flect basic sociological insights. Social life 
can be vastly different in the dissimilar 
structures of different locations. In short, 
place matters (Gieryn 2000). Sociologists 
are well aware of “virtual communities” 
that exist only in cyberspace (Wellman 


2001; Wellman and Haythornthwaite 2002). But these of- 
ten have less influence on us than place-based communities, 
and virtual communities can exist only because their mem- 
bers occupy a physical space and use material infrastructure 
to access Internet experiences and cell phone communica- 
tion. Even with the growth of virtual communities, place and 
physical environment still matter. 


Community: Place, People, 
and Relationships 


The term community has different meanings depending on its 
context (Flora and Flora 2008; Goe and Noonan 2007). It can 
refer to a place, as in, “I just moved to this community ear- 
lier this year.” It can also refer to a group of people who share 
some common characteristic or identity, such as “the Latino 
community.” Finally, it can refer to the social relationships that 
unite people in groups, as in “College sports can promote com- 
munity spirit on campus.” 

Here, we look at where these ideas overlap, the connection 
between the place where people live and work and the type 
of social bonds that unite them as a group. In this context, 
community is a set of social relationships, typically arising from 
living in a particular place, that give people a sense of identity and 
belonging. It refers simultaneously to a place, the people who 
share that place, and the social relationships that result. 

Sociologists have long examined the relationships between 
where people live and ow they live, using the lenses provided 
by sociology’s subfields, including urban sociology, rural soci- 
ology, human ecology, environmental sociology, and the soci- 
ology of community. Drawing on these perspectives, we can 
sketch the evolution of human communities and sample the 
social changes that humans created and that, in turn, changed 
their physical and social environments (Johnson and Earle 
2000; Mumford 1968). 

We distinguish among three kinds of environments. First, 
the social environment refers broadly to the cultural context 
and patterns of relationships within which humans live, includ- 
ing groups, institutions, and social positions. We have been dis- 
cussing the social environment throughout 
this book. In contrast, the physical envi- 
ronment has two components. The natu- 
ral environment is the land, water, air, 
vegetation, and organisms that make up the 
physical world. The built environment is 
the physical surroundings that humans cre- 
ate. These include the buildings, roads, 
dams, homes, and consumer products we 
use every day. (See Figure 15.1 on the fol- 
lowing page.) 

As humans shifted from being primar- 
ily hunter-gatherers, to farmers, and then 
to industrial manufacturers, their relation- 
ship to the natural and built environments 
changed. As a result, the communities in 
which they lived changed, as well. 


SOIPIUNWWOD JO UOIPNJOAZ pue 9iNnzINIYS syL 


407 


Communities, the Environment, and Health 


CHAPTER 15 


aN FIGURE 15.1 | SOCIAL, BUILT, AND NATURAL 
ENVIRONMENTS 

Our social environment is nested within the human-built environ- 
ment, which is located within the broader natural environment. 


Nomadic Life: Hunting 
and Gathering 


For most of their history, humans were hunters and gatherers 
living in small groups and foraging their natural environment 
for subsistence. Rather than forming a permanent settlement, 
they were nomadic, following the migration of animals and the 
seasonal availability of plant foods around a relatively large but 
circumscribed territory. 

Since there was so little of it, the built environment was 
much less significant to such communities than the natural en- 
vironment was. Besides clothing and basic tools, there was lit- 
tle substantial material culture, no ownership of land, limited 
private ownership of property, and little economic inequality. 
Men and women typically did different kinds of work, but 
they were generally social equals. 


Rural Life: Settlements, 
Surpluses, and Inequality 


Some 7,000-10,000 years ago, humans in some areas of the 
world gradually began to cultivate crops, such as wheat, rice, 
and corn, and to raise animals for food, raw materials, and 
transport. These developments brought several changes to their 
communities. 

First, it became more difficult to follow a nomadic life. 
Crops in the fields needed to be tended over long periods of 


a As recently as the nineteenth century, some Native American 
nations of the Great Plains had cultures based on a nomadic lifestyle. 
They could readily dismantle their tipis to follow the seasonal move- 
ment of bison, a central source of food, clothing, and shelter. 


time, tying people to specific plots of land. A community be- 
came a group of people connected to a particular place. 

Second, the establishment of rural communities produced 
an increasingly significant built environment. By staying in 
one place, people were able to invest more time, effort, and 
resources in constructing substantial homes, plowing farm- 
land, and digging irrigation canals, thus forming permanent 
settlements. 

Third, the cultivation of crops and raising of food animals 
enabled people to produce and store food surpluses, protect- 
ing themselves from droughts and other natural disasters. 
Surpluses were also useful for trade with other communities, 
diversifying the goods available. 

Fourth, the ability to produce material surpluses led to the 
specialization of labor. In hunting-gathering societies, nearly 
everyone's work was focused on collecting, producing, or pro- 
cessing food. But the production of food surplus allowed some 
people to develop other skills and knowledge. Craftspeople, 
for example, began to focus on making clothing, constructing 
buildings, and creating useful implements. The result was new 
divisions of labor and more complex variation in social roles. 

Finally, with more material goods available and more dis- 
tinct social roles emerging, social inequality increased. Own- 
ership of land, animals, and the surplus goods they helped 
produce became the basis for growing social stratification. 
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Even today, rural agricultural communities—like these in Thailand (left) and the United States (right)—are home to billions 
of people around the globe. Because both of them live in rural communities with comparable structures, how might this U.S. 
farmer have more in common with his Thai counterparts than with fellow citizens in a major city? 


People with more resources gained more power, often enabling 
them to acquire even more resources. 

Various forms of rural life centered on villages, and small 
towns remained the dominant type of human community as 
recently as the early twentieth century; today they persist in 
many less-industrialized nations. But the creation of human 
settlements began a process that eventually led to the rise of 
cities. 


Preindustrial Cities: 
Protection and Prosperity 


The change from rural to city life took thousands of years. 
‘The earliest “cities,” found in the Middle East, were towns 
by today’s standards, sometimes containing 
fewer than 1,000 inhabitants. But as farm- 
ers increased their capacity to produce sur- 
plus food, they could support larger popula- 
tions who were able to live in larger, more 
densely populated communities. These early 
settlements were the initial steps toward ur- 
ban life in which the built environment, not 
the natural environment, was of primary 
importance. 

Early cities offered benefits over rural vil- 
lages. They often produced a higher standard 
of living through more specialized occupa- 
tions and more commerce. Often constructed 


Security was a central purpose of some early 
cities. The walls that once protected the medieval 
city of Carcassonne, France, are still clearly visible. 


as walled fortresses, they helped protect their inhabitants 
against marauders and other enemies. Cities also introduced 
new hazards, such as the spread of disease that could occur 
among a dense population. But still, they grew at a steady if 
slow pace until the arrival of industrialization. 


Modern Urbanization: 
Opportunity, Diversity, 
and Problems 


Over a remarkably short period in the nineteenth century, in- 
dustrialization and urbanization transformed the way human 
beings lived, as we saw in Chapter 1. Newly emerging cities 
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COMMUNITY TYPES AND FEATURES 


- TABLE 15.1 


Nomadic/ 
Hunter-Gatherer 


Rural/Agricultural 


Preindustrial Cities 


Industrial and 
Postindustrial Cities 


Key period of 
development 


Experience of natural/ 
built environment 


Key economic feature 


Surplus and extent of 
inequality 


Specialization of labor 


Until about 8000 B.C.E. 


Dependence on natural 
environment; minimum 
built environment 


Hunting and gathering 


No significant material 
surplus; therefore, little 
economic inequality 


Very limited, by gender 


8000-3000 B.C.E. 


Significant dependence 
on natural environment; 
some built environment 


Farming (crops) and 
herding (animals) 


Increased material 
surplus and increased 
inequality 


Limited specialization 


3000 B.C.E.-1700 C.E. 


Limited experience with 
natural environment; 
significant built 


environment 


Manual crafts and 


trades 


Significant surpluses 
with extensive 
inequality 


Significant specialization 


1700s-today 


Pervasive built 
environment; little 
experience with natural 
environment 


Mass manufacturing 
and, later, growing 
information-based 
employment 


Massive surpluses with 


extremes of wealth and 
poverty 


Extensive specialization 


offered unprecedented economic opportunities and created a 
vital and diverse intellectual environment, though they also 
became the site of deep social problems (Table 15.1). 

The foundation of the industrial revolution was a mas- 
sive new capacity to manufacture consumer goods. Industri- 
alization brought large numbers of wage laborers from the 
surrounding countryside together in centralized factories, 
producing an explosion in urban populations. For example, 
in 1790, the four largest U.S. cities had a combined popula- 
tion of fewer than 100,000 people; by 1900 each of the four 
largest U.S. cities (New York, Boston, Chicago, and Phila- 
delphia) had populations of at least 1 million (Gibson 1998). 
Urbanization eventually required sophisticated built environ- 
ments. Electrical power plants powered factory machinery 
and lit homes at night. The icon of city life—the skyscraper— 
became possible once architects and developers introduced 
steel-framed buildings and electric elevators in the late nine- 
teenth century. In this way, changes in the built environment 
enabled the creation of new urban communities. 

The gathering of people of diverse ideas, skills, and talents 
provided a vibrant and stimulating intellectual and cultural 
environment in large cities. For those interested in new scien- 
tific ideas, the creative arts, and business opportunities, cities 
were the place to be. But while modern cities created enormous 
wealth for some, they could be places of horror for the poor. 
Abject squalor marked some neighborhoods. Oppressive fac- 
tories or sweatshops often featured brutal twelve-hour days, a 
hazardous environment, and dangerous machinery that could 
maim or kill. Overcrowded slums arose side-by-side with com- 
mercial districts and pollution-spewing workplaces, resulting 
in health and sanitation problems such as lung disease from air 
pollution and dysentery from open sewers. 
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Sunbelt Cities 
and Global Growth 


In the latter half of the twentieth century, urbanization in 
the United States was most intense in cities such as Atlanta, 
Houston, and Phoenix in the U.S. South and Southwest, the 
area known as the sunbelt. Most expanded rapidly by annexing 
adjacent lands. As a result, unlike older cities, Sunbelt cities 
are often decentralized environments heavily dependent on the 
automobile. The housing crisis that began in 2007 as part of 
the Great Recession hit these cities especially hard. But some 
analysts see this reversal as an opportunity for these now “sun- 
burnt” cities to restore some balance to their runaway growth 
(Hollander 2011). 

Today, industrialization and urbanization are increas- 
ingly global phenomena. In 2008, the world reached what the 
United Nations called “an invisible but momentous milestone” 
(UN Population Fund 2008, 1). For the first time in human 
history, a majority of people live in urban areas. In 2008, 3.3 
billion people called a city home, and that figure is expected to 
grow by 50 percent (to 5 billion) by 2030. 

In 2015, eight of the ten largest metropolitan areas will be 
in developing nations (Table 15.2). Urbanization occurs in de- 
veloping nations today for largely the same reasons it occurred 
in Europe and the United States in earlier periods. Cities hold 
out the promise of economic opportunity for people from rural 
areas who often suffer from grinding poverty. 

Just as in earlier periods, however, cities in poorer develop- 
ing nations cannot live up to the expectations of the masses 
of people flocking to them. Like Fan Qun, the man described 
in the chapter opening, some find upward mobility in cit- 
ies. But many others struggle for a modest existence, and 


TABLE15.2. -EN LARGEST METROPOLITAN 


AREAS, PROJECTED, 2015 


City, Country Population, in millions 
1. Tokyo, Japan 37.1 
2. Delhi,India ee pare age er 
"3. Mumbai (Bombay), India 2.8 
4. S40 Paulo, Brazil 213 
"5. Ciudad de México (Mexico City) 20. 
6. NewYork-Newark, USA —S—~*«i CD 
7. Shanghai, China 17.8 
8. Kolkata (Galeusta), India 16.9 
eos. Bangladesh 16.6 
10. Karachi, Pakistan 14.8 


Source: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 
(2010). 


some are left destitute and without the support of the fami- 
lies they left in their communities of origin. In the miserable 
shantytowns that surround the more affluent cities in India, 
Mexico, China, Brazil, and elsewhere, a stunning inequality 
between rich and poor echoes what occurred in Europe in the 
nineteenth century. 


the Culture of 
Urban Life 


The urbanization that began in the West and 
continues in developing countries radically 
transformed rural ways of life that had existed 
for centuries. Early sociologists analyzed how 
social cohesion developed in this new urban 
environment. 


>) The rapid growth of cities around the world has 
been accompanied by stark differences between newly 
emerging wealth and grinding poverty. Here a neighbor- 
hood of slums sits on the outskirts of bustling Buenos 
Aires, Argentina. 


Tonnies: Cities as a New 
Form of Social Organization 


The most systematic early comparison of traditional rural and 
modern urban life came from German sociologist Ferdinand 
Ténnies (1855-1936). In 1887, he published a book that used 
the German words Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft—usually 
translated as community and society—to label two distinct 
ways of life, summarized in Table 15.3 on the following page. 

Gemeinschaft refers to social organization in which most 
relationships are based upon the long-term personal ties of collec- 
tive kinship, common tradition, and shared values. Such forms 
of social organization are quite stable and are typically found 
in small rural communities where residents are very similar, 
often related by blood and marriage, and typically employed in 
similar work, often agricultural. They usually share common 
religious beliefs and other cultural traditions, too. Virtually all 
interactions—in school, on the street, in commerce, at work— 
include personal relationships as well as the task at hand. For 
example, the merchant from whom you buy supplies may also 
be a neighbor, relative, fellow church member, and former 
schoolmate. “In Gemeinschaft we are united from the moment 
of our birth with our own folk for better or for worse,” T6n- 
nies wrote (1887/2001, 18). As Zygmunt Bauman (2001) has 
further noted, the distinctiveness of a Gemeinschaft commu- 
nity provides a boundary between members of the community 
and outsiders, and its relative self-sufficiency makes extensive 
contact with outsiders unnecessary. Common life experiences 
produce strong, often emotionally based group norms that re- 
inforce common identity and values, encourage conformity, 
and discourage deviance. The result is strong social cohesion 
based on commonality. 

In contrast, Gesellschaft is Tonnies’s term for social orga- 
nization in which most social relationships are impersonal, tem- 
porary, and based primarily on the pursuit of individual rational 


TABLE 15.3. 


Gemeinschaft 


_ ELEMENTS OF GEMEINSCHAFT 


_ AND GESELLSCHAFT 


Gesellschaft 


Typified by traditional rural 
communities 


Culture is rooted in stable 
tradition 


People share common life 
experiences 


Social interactions often 
involve multilayered personal 
relationships 


Little privacy and no 
anonymity 


Typified by large cities 


Culture is newly emerging 
and changing 


People have diverse 
backgrounds and experiences 


Social interactions are often 
impersonal, based on a single 
narrowly defined role, and 
task specific 


Considerable privacy and 
anonymity amid dense 


population 


Culture tends to tolerance 
of difference and some 
deviance 


Culture tends to conformity, 
intolerance of difference, 
punishment of even mild 
deviance 


Social control is maintained 
through formal means (for 
example, police force) 


Social control is largely 
maintained through informal 
cultural norms and personal 
relationships 


Collective goals and 
community cooperation are 
common 


Individual goals and pursuit 
of self-interest dominate 


self-interest. Such social organization characterizes modern city 
life. Urban centers attract people from various locales who of- 
ten have little in common, who work in specialized occupa- 
tions, and who remain relatively anonymous in the city’s vast 
population. Identifying and enforcing common social norms 
can be difficult because people come from different places and 
cultures. Most social interactions in the city, therefore, are im- 
personal and do not extend beyond the task at hand. Tonnies 
argued that urban life undermined solidarity 
and loosened social control mechanisms. 
These changes lead to more individualism 
and social isolation, weaker ties between 
people, and more deviance than in Gemein- 
schaft communities. 

Tonnies insightfully argued that if people 
change where they live, they will likely change 
how they live. He suggested that something im- 
portant—including a comforting sense of stable 
and secure community—may have been lost in 
the transition from rural to urban life. But to- 
day’s sociologists caution against romanticizing 
traditional communities. Bauman (2001) notes 
that the restrictive homogeneity of Gemeinschaft 
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can foster deep prejudice toward outsiders and anyone who 
dares to be different. Family duty and community responsibility 
override individual aspirations. So while modern urban life did 
represent a loss of safe and secure tradition, it also introduced 
new individual freedoms. This tension between security (result- 
ing from sameness) and freedom (resulting from diversity) has 
been a central one in modern social life (Bauman 2001). 


Durkheim: Organic Solidarity 
ne Ch enGuiny 


Toénnies suggested that the individualism of urban life could 
undermine social solidarity. Durkheim, however, argued that 
a new form of collective cohesiveness emerges from the new 
social organization of cities (Durkheim 1893/1997). 

As we discussed in Chapter 1, for Durkheim homogeneous 
rural communities exhibited mechanical solidarity—social co- 
hesion based on shared experience, personal ties, and a lim- 
ited sense of individuality. With the growth of cities, social 
solidarity was gradually replaced by organic solidarity, a new 
form of social cohesion based on interdependence. In modern 
industrial society, people depend on each other precisely be- 
cause their work and social roles are so specialized. The baker, 
merchant, factory worker, doctor, and teacher all need and rely 
upon one another. For Durkheim, the rise of specialization cre- 
ated interdependence, providing urban populations with a dif 
ferent, but effective, form of social cohesion. 


Jane Addams and the 
“Chicago School”: 
Community in City Life 


Tonnies and Durkheim both believed the personal ties of rural 
life were not a common feature of urban life. However, close 
studies of late-nineteenth-century Chicago neighborhoods re- 
vealed a more complex reality in which immigrants and other 
marginalized groups maintained personal connections in ur- 
ban situations. 
Between 1850 and 1900, Chicago’s population exploded 
from 30,000 people to 1.7 million, making the city 
the fifth largest in the world. By 1930 the popu- 
lation had almost doubled again to 3.3 million 
(Gibson 1998). This rapid growth created se- 
vere social problems including poor sanitation, 
crowded housing, increasing crime, and exploi- 
tation of workers. To help address some of these 
issues, as we saw in Chapter 1, pioneering so- 
ciologist Jane Addams cofounded Hull House 
in 1889, a settlement house that provided com- 
munity services for ethnically diverse poor 
and working-class residents. (See the Sociol- 
ogy Matters box.) In researching Chicago's 
neighborhoods and their needs, Addams and 
her collaborators at Hull House invented a 
new form of urban sociology that relied on 
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SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Jane Addams and Hull House 


ociology and social work have common roots that go back 

to the nation’s first graduate department of sociology 

at the University of Chicago, which combined study and 

practice. Reflecting the gender inequality of the day, men 
dominated the main sociology department but a strong contin- 
gent of women sociologists, most famously Jane Addams, were 
affiliated with it (Deegan 1988; Feagin and Vera 2001). 

Beginning in the 1890s and for a quarter-century, many of 
these women worked with Hull House, a settlement house that 
provided community services for poor and working-class people 
and served as an intellectual center for residents and scholars 
alike. Cofounded by Jane Addams, a scholar and activist who 
worked for women’s rights and labor reforms and was awarded 
the Nobel peace prize in 1931, Hull House grew to encompass an 
entire city block in one of Chicago’s poorest and most ethnically 
diverse neighborhoods. Several thousand visitors a week came 
for its dormitory and bathing facilities, day care, health clinic, 
employment assistance, gymnasium, coffeehouse, reading room, 
adult evening classes, and more. 

Addams and her Hull House collaborators campaigned to end 
child labor and improve health and working conditions, goals that 
helped define the liberal reform period known as the Progres- 
sive Era. To improve conditions in nearby neighborhoods, they 
had to understand the issues residents faced. Hull House thus 
served, in effect, as a center of applied sociology, where research 
teams gathered data, applied their findings to shape the work of 
the settlement house, and provided evidence used in legislative 
reform efforts. In doing so, Hull House workers pioneered forms 


gathering detailed data and mapping the demographic charac- 
teristics of different neighborhoods (Deegan 1988). 

In the 1920s and 1930s, sociologists at the University of 
Chicago built upon the Hull House work and began formal 
“community studies” of urban life that employed small-scale 
direct observation. Community studies typically look at groups 
of people who share some common tie and engage in social inter- 
action within a particular geographic area. According to these 
“Chicago School” studies, even in the heart of urban centers, 
ethnic enclaves—neighborhoods whose residents were often 
working-class immigrants of the same ethnic group—retained 
a distinct cultural identity, indicated by a distinct common 
language, religious practices, food, music, family relations, and 
other cultural traditions. Thus some of the social cohesion that 
marked traditional rural life survived in the new urban ethnic 
enclaves. Over time, though, immigrants became more fully 
assimilated into the dominant U.S. culture. 

Some of the sociological insights gained by studying early 
European immigrants apply to today’s city neighborhoods 


of urban sociology and heavily influenced the development of 
community studies at the University of Chicago. 

Some male sociology faculty joined Addams and her col- 
leagues in their social reform efforts, but most focused on de- 
veloping theoretical models of urbanization and its effects. They 
viewed the city as a “laboratory” within which to conduct their 
work, regarding residents more as subjects for study than as 
partners for change. 

Over time the university institutionalized the distinction 
between studying urban issues and working to bring about social 
reform. In 1920, it transferred all the women affliated with the 
sociology department to the social work department. On most 
U.S. campuses, sociology and social work continue to exist as 
separate departments, the former emphasizing the study of soci- 
ety, the latter focusing on providing social services. 

However, Jane Addams, often referred to as a founder of so- 
cial work, thought of herself as a sociologist, not a social worker. 
In her Hull House work she integrated study and practice, and 
her advocacy for social change continues today as “public sociol- 
ogy” and related work. 


think about it 


1. How does Addams’ work compare to your understanding of social 
work today? 

2. Do you think sociologists should act upon the knowledge 
they have to help address social problems or remain detached 
observers, studying but not advocating for any particular change? 
What are the advantages and pitfalls of each approach? 


and communities. Like their earlier counterparts, today’s im- 
migrants often speak a language other than English, have dif- 
ferent religious traditions, and observe distinctive norms and 
customs. Seeking the economic opportunities that cities offer, 
they form new ethnic enclaves as a means of providing mu- 
tual aid and maintaining social cohesion in a new environment 


(Waldinger 2001). 


The Impact of Place on 
Social Life: Human Ecology 


Early work on urbanization showed that the physical environ- 
ment influences the social life that takes place within it. This 
fundamental insight is the foundation of human ecology, the 
study of the links between the physical environment—natural and 
built—and social life. 

The human ecology approach reveals that the physical envi- 
ronment is important at all levels of social life (Appold 2007). 
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At the macro level, we can explain the location and develop- 
ment of cities by looking at their physical context. Major cities 
are usually located next to oceans, rivers, and large lakes, since 
these are natural resources that have facilitated travel, provided 
hydropower, and supplied necessary water for drinking, sanita- 
tion, and other applications. On the other hand, humans can 
alter the natural environment by building dams, reservoirs, 
and levees, actions that allow the construction of cities in the 
unlikeliest of places, such as the desert of Las Vegas. 

Also at the macro level, the built environment of cities can 
reflect and reinforce broader cultural values. The tallest build- 
ings of medieval cities were cathedrals near the city center, 
whereas in modern cities corporate skyscrapers dominate the 
skyline, reflecting a shift in power from church to business. In 
one exception, though, in 1899 Congress prohibited any build- 
ing in downtown Washington, D.C., from being taller than 
the U.S. Capitol, symbolically asserting the power of demo- 
cratic government over private commercial interests. 

At the meso level, human ecologists note that cities are or- 
ganized into distinct subsections—residential, commercial, in- 
dustrial, and the like—that evolve in relationship to each other. 
Growth or decline of any one area can disrupt and disorganize 
a community, resulting in crime and neglect, but typically sta- 
bility eventually returns as people establish new social norms 

and structures. These processes 

in cities resemble growth 

O T L | GH T and decline in natural eco- 

onsocialtheory logical systems. But hu- 

man action can intervene, 

such as with modern zon- 

ing practices that define 

how different areas can be 

used (residence, industrial, 
and so on). 

Human ecologists also 
point out that function, not 
political boundary, defines urban areas and shapes our experi- 
ence of them. So to understand urban dynamics—how a city 
functions—you must look at the entire area, including the 
region beyond its formal boundaries. To help in this analy- 
sis, researchers distinguish between the various physical spaces 
that make up urban communities (see Figure 15.2), including 


Human ecologists draw upon 
functionalist theories that view 
society as made up of distinct but 
interrelated parts. What are some of 
the distinct parts of the community 
in which you live? What functions 
do they serve? 


m ‘The inner city, typically the most densely developed portion 

m ‘The city proper, a city’s legal boundary 

m ‘The suburbs, less densely developed and populated areas 
that surround a city’s official boundaries 


m Edge cities, mini-cities that develop outside the city proper 
and that include major business, commercial, and even 
industrial districts to which people travel for work, shop- 
ping, and recreation 


m Exurbs, residential areas beyond the suburbs that have a 
quasi-rural atmosphere 


Metropolitan Area 
(city plus surrounding areas) 


1 Inner city 

2 City proper (legal boundary) 
3 Suburbs 

4 Edge cities 

5 Exurbs 


Megalopolis bie 


(continuous developed 
region with more than 
one city) 


a FIGURE 15.2 | THE ZONES OF COMMUNITY LIFE 
The different zones of a metropolitan area include (1) “inner” city, 


(2) city proper, (3) suburbs, (4) edge cities, (5) exurbs, (6) metropoli- 
tan area, and (7) megalopolis. 


= Metropolitan area, the region that encompasses a city 
plus the surrounding suburbs, exurbs, and edge cities 


= Megalopolis, a continuous urban region that incorporates 
multiple cities 


Finally, at the micro level, the physical environment within 
a city can also influence social life. (The Through a Sociologi- 
cal Lens box explores how people interpret or identify with 
their physical environment.) If you look around your campus 
to see where students like to hang out, you will probably find 
physical features that make these locations appealing. Benches, 
a wall, a green and shady lawn can all make a difference in 
whether and how people use a physical space. Urban planners 
and architects apply these social-psychological insights in de- 
signing buildings, public spaces, and neighborhoods. 


in City Life 


What fuels urban growth? Who has the power to help deter- 
mine the investment and development that will occur? How 
are valuable resources, including housing, transportation, and 
city services, distributed in a city? In studying urban life, so- 
ciologists have asked such questions and documented how the 
powerful disproportionately influence urban development, of- 


thinking about 


power 


How is pOWeF, and its distribution, reflected in the way your community is arranged? 
What are the desirable neighborhoods, and who lives in them? What neighborhoods are 
considered to have problems? Who lives in those neighborhoods? 


THROUGH A SQCIQLOGICAL tens 


Navigating Communities 


hat do the design of GPS navigation systems, Internet 
virtual worlds, web sites, and urban neighborhoods have 
in common? They all allow people to create a mental 
image of a space, and they all have been influenced by a 
classic piece of mid-twentieth-century sociological research. 
Kevin Lynch (1960) interviewed people in Boston, Los Ange- 
les, and Jersey City about their city, asked them for directions to 
a well-known landmark, and asked them to draw a map of and de- 
scribe their community to see how people “read” their city. Lynch 
produced a map for each city from an amalgamation of these 
individual “mental maps” and argued that people use five basic 
elements to understand their physical environment: 
1. Paths—familiar routes that include streets and transit lines 
2. Districts—areas perceived to be internally homogenous, 
constituting a whole, like certain business districts, college 
campuses, and residential neighborhoods 
3. Edges—dividing lines between districts 
4. Landmarks—points of reference, usually simple physical 
objects such as a building, monument, clock tower, or sign 
5. Nodes—points of reference that, unlike landmarks, can be 
entered, such as a square, a park, or the intersection of transit 
lines 
The project illustrated different ways that people locate 
themselves in their surroundings, connect to their community, 
and navigate their environment. For example, since the streets 
of Boston are very crooked, residents rarely use them as refer- 
ence points in giving directions. Instead, they use landmarks. 


bats. et ae 


ten to the disadvantage of those with less power. An example of 
this research is new urban sociology, an approach to studying 
cities that focuses on the interactions of politics and economics and 
locates them in the larger context of the global economy (Gott- 
diener and Hutchison 2010). Here we consider examples of the 
insights that have emerged from this approach. 


Class Inequality and the 
Urban “Growth Machine” 


Class inequality is pervasive in urban spaces. The gap between 
the rich in luxurious settings and the homeless on the street is 
just one indicator of economic inequality. In addition to more 
comfortable homes, people in affluent areas typically enjoy low 
rates of street crime and better community services. 

We also see class inequality in the attention paid to the 
needs of commuters. For decades, governments have built and 
expanded roads to accommodate mostly middle-class drivers 
commuting from the suburbs while often neglecting public 


Jersey City, though, has a rectangular grid of streets and avenues 
on which residents rely heavily in navigating the city. Different 
cities, therefore, have different “legibility’—they can be “read” 
more or less easily. 

The built environment of cities, therefore, results from a col- 
laborative process. The physical landscape influences how people 
think about the spaces in which they live, but human actors give 
these physical elements meaning. 

Other professionals have since expanded these basic insights 
to a variety of applications. Understanding how people use 
distances and landmarks in navigating a city can help software 
developers create GPS navigation systems that provide user- 
friendly directions, for example. People use “mental maps” to 
navigate web sites or Internet-based virtual worlds, as well, mak- 
ing Lynch’s insights applicable to cyberspace, which did not even 
exist when he first conducted his research. 


think about it 


1. Try drawing a map of your campus from memory, and compare 
it to maps by your classmates. Did you draw similar maps? Why 
or why not? Does your map use some of the basic elements Lynch 
described? 

2. Have you ever used a poorly designed map or web site? What 
made it difficult to use? How might Lynch’s research have been 
applied to improve it? 


transportation—the buses, trains, light rail, and subways relied 
upon by poor and working-class city residents. Stratification is 
emerging even among drivers, however, as some localities in- 
troduce private toll roads that allow paying drivers to bypass 
congestion others must endure (Layton and Hsu 2008). 

Class inequality is also reflected in how cities grow. De- 
velopers, realtors, bankers, builders, and other business own- 
ers all have a stake in promoting the growth of cities because 
more people means more potential profits for their businesses. 
For politicians, growth represents grateful business owners to 
fund their campaigns and an expanding commercial tax base 
to fund government budgets. Consequently, some sociologists 
have referred to cities as “growth machines,” a label that high- 
lights how powerful businesses and politicians work together to 
promote urban development, often while ignoring the interests of 
ordinary citizens (Logan and Molotch 1987; Molotch 1976). 

Developers pursuing profits move from project to project 
and do not have to live with the consequences of what they cre- 
ate. But for ordinary citizens, cities are not merely growth ma- 
chines but the places where they live and work, communities 
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¢» The clashing interests of residents and developers are re- 
flected in the conflicts that emerge over the gentrification of 
neighborhoods. 
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to which they have a long-term commitment. Sometimes the 
growth interests of business and politicians harm the interests 
of ordinary citizens. For example, gentrification is the process 
of rehabilitating older housing stock and investing in neighborhood 
development in a way that typically attracts new higher-income 
residents and displaces current middle- and low-income residents. 
Because they transform relatively inexpensive properties into 
more desirable—and more expensive—housing, such projects 
can be highly profitable for investors. But gentrification often 
displaces middle- and low-income residents who cannot af- 
ford to buy and are unable to pay the newly increased rents. 
Meanwhile, investors and politicians often neglect low-income 
housing—a key to tackling the homelessness that exists in all 

urban areas—because of its relatively low profit margins. 
Conflicts therefore arise between investors who pursue 
short-term growth and _ profits 


and residents who want to 
Ome |e Gehl 


protect their quality of life. 
on social theory Community-based social 
Conflict theorists highlight the 


movements often emerge 
. ’ 
power struggles that often occur to to advocate for residents 
control scarce resources. How does interests. They typically 
this apply to urban development? face an interlocking con- 
Have you seen evidence of such 


centration of power con- 
conflict in your community? Deail 
sisting of developers, real- 


tors, and both appointed 
and elected officials. 

In addition, because local governments play a key role in the 
regulation and distribution of valuable resources, such as hous- 
ing, education, transportation, and social welfare benefits, they 
are often involved in conflict. Local disputes between govern- 
ment and citizen grassroots organizations represent new forms 
of community-based class conflict in capitalist societies that 


differences in power? 


Black 
50.0% or less Le 

MM 50.1 to 85.0% 

Mi 85.1% or more 


White 
50.0% or less 
50.1 to 85.0% 
ME 85.1% or more 


Hispanic 

50.0% or less 
M® 50.1 to 85.0% 
Mi 85.1% or more 


AN FIGURE 15.3 | CONTINUING RACIAL AND ETHNIC 
SEGREGATION 

Although overall segregation levels have been declining, racial and 
ethnic segregation remains stark in many cities. In Milwaukee, Wis- 
consin, and surrounding counties—the nation’s most segregated 
urban area according to the 2010 Census—black, Hispanic, and white 
residents live in largely separate areas. Source: Denvir (201). 


Karl Marx did not anticipate when he focused on workplace 
class conflict (Castells 1983). 


Race and Urban Inequality 


At the end of the nineteenth century, W.E.B. Du Bois, work- 
ing in Philadelphia, carried out the first sociological study of 
African Americans. In The Philadelphia Negro (1899/1996), 
Du Bois used innovative methods—from mapping to personal 
interviews and statistics—to document employment, family 
composition, religion, street activity, community institutions, 
crime, interracial contacts, and other aspects of black urban 
life. His nuanced assessment of the black community included 
an indictment of the role white racism played in creating de- 
plorable conditions that contrasted with white neighborhoods. 
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Over a century later, urban communities are still divided by 
race, due to the legacy of segregation (which created single-race 
neighborhoods), continuing economic inequality, and ongoing 
institutional racism (Figure 15.3). Institutional discrimination 
in the housing industry played a role long after the end of legal 
segregation in the form of redlining, the use of discriminatory 
practices in the sale or rental of housing to minorities. (The term 
comes from real estate agents’ practice of marking maps with 
a red line indicating neighborhoods they deemed off limits to 
minorities.) Banks sometimes informally wrote off minority 
neighborhoods, denying mortgages to potential buyers and 
home improvement loans to owners, regardless of their finan- 
cial status. Real estate agents sometimes also refused to show 
prospective buyers homes in these neighborhoods. These tactics 
contributed to the downward spiral of some minority neigh- 
borhoods. Studies show that minorities in rental and housing 
markets today continue to be treated differently from Whites 
(Squires, Friedman, and Saidat 2002; Turner and Ross 2005). 

In a twist on this sort of discrimination, the housing mort- 
gage crisis of the past few years featured “reverse redlining,” or 
predatory lending. Unscrupulous brokers and financial institu- 
tions targeted poor and working-class minorities, encouraging 
them to shoulder complex mortgages with high interest rates 
that they often did not understand and could not afford. One 
study found that Blacks and Hispanics were twice as likely to 
get these high-cost “subprime” loans as Whites with compa- 
rable income (Bajaj and Fessenden 2007). 

The segregation picture today is mixed (Iceland et al. 2010; 
Logan and Stults 2011; Logan, Stults, and Farley 2004). Al- 
though significant racial segregation persists, fair housing 
legislation, the growth of the black middle class, and declin- 
ing racial prejudice among individuals have enabled some de- 
segregation to occur (Figure 15.4). However, this has largely 
been due to working- and middle-class minorities moving into 
formerly all-white areas, leaving behind neighborhoods made 
up predominately of poor minorities. It is far less common 
for Whites to move into these poor minority neighborhoods, 
which now often feature lower-quality schools, higher crime 
rates, and less valuable homes (Logan and Stults 2011). 

Segregation between Blacks and Whites peaked in the 
1960s and has been declining slowly but steadily, reaching new 
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lows in 2010. Hispanics and Asians are considerably less segre- 
gated than African Americans, and there has been little change 
in segregation levels for these groups in the past decade. How- 
ever, the rapidly growing Hispanic population is resulting in 
larger homogeneous Hispanic communities. 


Urbanization ina Global 
Economy 


Just a few decades ago, local businesses and political leaders 
made the decisions affecting the future of a city. For example, 
as late as the 1960s, most hardware stores, clothing stores, res- 
taurants, and so on were independent and owned locally or 
regionally. In recent decades, however, globalization has cen- 
tralized much of business. Instead of hundreds of independent 
hardware stores scattered across the country, most communi- 
ties have only a Home Depot or a Lowe’s outlet. Instead of 
countless local restaurants, a small handful of national and in- 
ternational fast-food chains dominate the market. The same is 
true for many other industries. 

This massive growth of chains has brought lower prices for 
consumers but has concentrated economic power in the hands 
of a few corporate players, 
against which small local 
businesses often cannot ef 
fectively compete. Control 
over a local community’s 
fate—its ability to attract 
business, promote com- 
mercial development, and 
so on—has often shifted 
to the boardrooms of ma- 
jor national and transnational 
corporations (Gottdeiner and Hutchison 2006). 

An influx of investment dollars can bring jobs and pros- 
perity, while a withdrawal of investment can lead to economic 
decline and urban blight. Many U.S. cities in the North and 
Midwest have experienced difficulties as transnational corpora- 
tions pursuing higher profits moved the manufacturing jobs 
that provided steady employment for local residents to foreign 
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on social theory 


“According to Wallerstein’s world 
systems theory, a global economy 
links the countries of the world. 
How do the actions of transnational 
corporations within this global 
system affect your community? 


CS FIGURE 15.4 | AVERAGE 
NEIGHBORHOOD COMPOSITION BY 
RACE AND ETHNICITY IN U.S. URBAN 
AREAS, 2010 


Members of each major racial and ethnic group in 
the nation’s 367 largest urban areas tend to live in 
neighborhoods with very different demographics. 
For example, the average white person (bottom 
line of the graph) lives in a neighborhood that 

is 75 percent white and 8 percent black, but the 
average African American (second line) lives in 

a neighborhood that is 45 percent black and 35 
percent white. Source: Logan and Stults (201). 
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a The consolidation of economic power into the hands of large, 
often global, chain stores has meant that strip malls and other 
commercial development across the country look remarkably similar, 
featuring the same handful of national chains, big-box retailers, and 
indistinctive architecture. How are local communities affected by 
this sort of development? 


countries with fewer regulations and lower wages (Harvey 
1985, 1990). At the same time, the movement of capital abroad 
has helped fuel the development of cities in China, Mexico, 
India, and other nations. Understanding urbanization today 
requires understanding such global dynamics. 


eae 


and Culture of 
the Suburbs 


The recent trend in the United States has not been urbaniza- 
tion but rather suburbanization. In this section we examine 
this development and sample some of the issues it raises. 


Suburban Growth 
and Urban Decline 


The rise of the suburbs dates to the post-World War II pe- 
riod. As the United States emerged from the war with a strong 
manufacturing infrastructure and few foreign competitors, it 
began a period of unprecedented prosperity. With the help of 
their unions, many U.S. workers acquired good-paying manu- 
facturing jobs. 


Newfound affluence among the working class allowed many 
to pursue a dream unthinkable before the war: home owner- 
ship. In the postwar years, federal government programs mo- 
bilized massive amounts of money to help citizens achieve this 
goal. The government offered veterans highly favorable terms 
for mortgages to purchase a home, and tax policies benefited 
homeowners over renters. Racial bias tainted housing policy, 
granting federally backed mortgages to “low-risk” areas— 
often interpreted as newly built (white) suburbs—while ne- 
glecting existing housing stock in central cities (Wilson 1996). 
Such financing, combined with mass-produced modest tract 
homes, made housing in the suburbs more affordable than 
ever. New road and highway programs facilitated transpor- 
tation from central cities to the suburbs. All these structural 
conditions encouraged the migration of people from cities to 
suburbs in the 1950s and 1960s. 

While public policy was making the suburbs attractive, a 
number of developments made cities increasingly unattractive. 
In the 1960s, media images of urban rioters protesting racial and 
economic inequality, police brutality, and other grievances left 
many viewers with the impression that the inner city was dan- 
gerous and crime-ridden. The export of urban manufacturing 
jobs overseas that began in the 1970s and 1980s undermined the 
economic health of many cities, deepening poverty and escalat- 
ing the crime rate. With an eroded tax base, cities faced financial 
crises just when the need for social services had expanded. The 
perception of these urban problems further enhanced the appeal 
of the suburbs for those who could afford them, and their de- 
parture for the suburbs left the people behind with few options. 
Since 1950, more than 90 percent of U.S. population growth in 
metropolitan areas has occurred in the suburbs. Today, about 
two-thirds of the population lives in the suburbs (Flint 2006). 


New Suburban Problems 


The automobile made the growth of suburbs possible. Henry 
Ford, the father of automobile mass-manufacturing, was sure 
the future lay in the suburbs. “The modern city is the most ar- 
tificial and unlovely sight this planet affords,” Ford once said. 
“The ultimate solution is to abandon it. We shall solve the city 
problem only by leaving the city” (in Flint 2006, 29). The sub- 
urbs did indeed become an attractive option for many people. 
But rather than solving city problems, the growth of the sub- 
urbs brought unanticipated new challenges for our health, en- 
vironment, and social lives. 


SPRAWL The growth of the suburbs has resulted in 
sprawl, low-density development that disperses people over a wide 
area, separates homes from workplaces and stores, and depends 
heavily on cars for transportation. Suburban sprawl quickly con- 
sumes land that had been wildlife habitat or devoted to agri- 
culture. As the distance between home, work, and shopping 
grew, sprawl also created enormous traffic congestion and long 


thinking aboutstructure 


How does the physical structure of suburban communities shape social life in the suburbs 
and distinguish it from urban life? 


Suburbs 


Towns and Cities 


ey FIGURE 15.5 | SUBURBAN SPRAWL 

Imagine a triangle between your home, the place you work, and the 
key places you shop. In smaller communities or dense urban environ- 
ments, the sides of the triangle typically represent relatively short 
distances. In suburban sprawl, though, these distances become 
much greater, separating various social activities so that longer-car 
travel is required and a unifying sense of community is less likely. 
What are some of the other consequences of making the legs of this 
triangle longer? 


commutes to work (Figure 15.5). On average, U.S. workers 
spend about fifty minutes a day traveling to and from work and 
about thirty-eight hours a year stuck in traffic, up from four- 
teen hours twenty-five years ago. Over 3.5 million suburban 
dwellers are classified by the U.S. Census Bureau as “extreme 
commuters’; they spend at least ninety minutes commuting to 
work each way—a total of three or more hours a day. 

Suburban congestion is made worse because fewer than 5 
percent of people take public transportation to work. Instead, 
with three cars for every four people, nearly 88 percent get to 
work by car and 77 percent drive alone (see Figure 15.6). Such 
congestion takes a toll on health: 8 percent of all heart attacks 
are linked to traffic congestion (Harper 2007; U.S. Census 
Bureau 2005a). Driving and congestion also contribute to the 
degradation of our natural environment, through both air pol- 
lution and inefficient use of land. Increasingly expensive gaso- 
line also burdens commuters with a higher cost of living. 

The most common response to congestion—building more 
roads—usually makes the situation worse because it attracts 
more suburban development, which produces more traffic. In 
metropolitan areas with the most added road capacity in the 
1990s, the hours commuters were stuck in traffic jumped by 
70 percent (Flint 2006). 


HIGHER TAXES Local governments lose money on 
suburban residential growth, making growth expensive for 
taxpayers (Flint 2006). In most cases, the tax revenue new resi- 
dents bring in is not enough to offset the costs of infrastructure 
such as roads and schools and the ongoing salaries of additional 
teachers, firefighters, and other workers needed to serve the in- 
creased population. To pay these costs, suburban governments 
usually increase residential property taxes, making taxpayers 
subsidize the residential real estate development industry. 


SOCIAL ISOLATION | Unlike that of cities, the built 


environment of suburbs often makes social life more isolated 
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AN FIGURE 15.6 | HOW U.S. WORKERS GET TO WORK 


The vast majority of U.S. workers commute by car, usually driving 
alone. Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2005Aa). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


> How do you get to school? How does the structure of your 
community influence your decision to travel this way? 


and private. Some of this privacy is desirable and one of the 
reasons the suburbs are attractive to many. But such a lifestyle 
has social consequences. The suburbanite’s need to drive almost 
everywhere reduces face-to-face social interaction by reducing 
casual encounters on neighborhood streets (which often even 
lack sidewalks) or on public transportation. The design of sub- 
urban homes frequently features back decks rather than front 
porches, discouraging socializing with any passersby. Private 
suburban backyards partially replace the urban experience 
of public parks; private media rooms supplant public movie 
theaters. 

‘The orientation to privacy can carry over to a broader decline 
in civic engagement. For example, in many suburban devel- 
opments, homeowner associations arrange for services such as 
private trash pick-up, snow removal, and road maintenance— 
tasks that used to be the responsibility of local governments. 
As a result, participation in these associations sometimes dis- 
places broader public civic engagement. 

More broadly, Robert Putnam (2000) found “that each ad- 
ditional ten minutes in daily commuting time cuts involvement 
in community affairs by 10 percent—fewer public meetings at- 
tended, fewer committees chaired, fewer petitions signed, 
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<>» As the suburbs grow, they take up land once used for agriculture 
and wildlife habitat, strain local water supplies, and transform the 
local ecosystems. 


fewer church services, less volunteering, and so on” (p. 213). 
Commuting time is second in importance only to education 
level among factors influencing civic involvement. 

Putnam argues that commuting cuts into civic participation 
for three reasons. First, as noted, navigating sprawl takes time. 
Second, sprawl is associated with increased social segregation, 
reducing opportunities for connections that cross class and ra- 
cial lines. Finally, sprawl disrupts community “boundedness” — 
the sense of living in a distinct community. People in the sub- 
urbs, whose attention is divided between where they live and 
where they work, have less sense of belonging to a distinct 
community (and thus of participating in community life) than 
do urban dwellers. 


Today’s Changing Suburbs 


The popular image of the suburbs in the 1950s was of quiet 
neighborhoods, with white residents living in modest homes 
surrounded by picket fences. But the suburbs have changed 
dramatically, and today they also vary significantly from one 
another. Older inner suburbs have developed many social prob- 
lems formerly associated with cities, such as significant crime, 
gang violence, poverty, pollution, and neighborhood blight. In 
stark contrast, other suburbs feature a relatively secure life in 
high-end luxury homes behind the protective walls of gated 
communities. Spatial development also differs greatly across 
suburban areas. The exurbs, for example, sometimes have 
no real neighborhoods at all, since homes are spread out on 
large multiacre lots. Some new suburbs have followed “smart- 
growth” principles, however, emphasizing dense develop- 
ment that allows residents to live, work, and shop in walkable 
neighborhoods—features that used to distinguish city life. 


Suburbs, overall, have also become more 
racially and ethnically diverse. Most im- 
migrants to the United States in the 2000s 
moved to small towns and suburbs rather 
than large urban areas (Tavernise and Ge- 
beloff 2010). As more racial and ethnic mi- 
norities achieve middle-class status and gov- 
ernments and lenders eliminate overtly racist 
housing policies, many minorities have done 
exactly what an earlier generation of Whites 
did: they have left the city and moved to the 
suburbs, leaving behind poorer residents in 
urban minority neighborhoods. 

In some cases, modern technology has 
helped overcome the social isolation of the 
suburbs. Many housing developments have 
their own web sites, forums, and e-mail lists 
that allow news to be shared and help organize 
face-to-face social and community events. 
Some wealthier suburban developments even 
hire professional activities directors to coordinate social events 
and community gatherings (McCrummen 2005a). 

These technological and professional fixes can help people 
of similar incomes (who can afford to live in the subdivision) 
and interests to make connections, but they do not promote 
broad civic engagement with the larger community. In fact, 
affluent suburban housing developments can be very homoge- 
neous and inward looking, epitomized by gated communities 
that physically exclude neighbors of more modest means who 
often lived in the area long before the new developments were 
constructed (McCrummen 2005b). Such a built environment 
speaks volumes about the types of social connections being 
cultivated—and discouraged. 


The Enduring Significance 
of Rural Life 


Although cities and suburbs often receive the most attention, 
nearly 80 percent of the land in the United States is rural. Es- 
timates of the “rural” population vary though, depending on 
how “rural” is defined (Cromartie and Bucholtz 2008). By the 
Census Bureau’s definition—areas with a population of 2,500 
or less—rural areas were home to just over 72.1 million people 
in 2009 (U.S. Census Bureau 2010b). 

The overall rural population in the United States has re- 
mained relatively stable for more than fifty years but, because 
the urban population has increased during the same period, 
the rural population has declined as a percentage of the over- 
all population. Some rural communities have shrunk in re- 
cent decades, while others have grown in population since the 
1990s. So far, “rural rebourid” has occurred mostly in areas 
that cater to tourists looking for outdoor activities such as ski- 
ing, boating, and hiking. But as more people are able to work 
from home over the Internet, they may begin to migrate back 
to smaller communities. 
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Regardless of their population, 
rural areas continue to play crucial 
roles in social life (Flora and Flora 
2008; Lobao 2007). For one thing, 
cities themselves depend on rural 
areas for a variety of resources. The 
rural farmlands and ranches that are 
home to crops and animals feed ur- 
ban populations. Rural mines gen- 
erate the coal and uranium, oilfields 
the oil, and wind turbines the wind 
energy that fuel urban life. Wood, 
steel, and other construction mate- 
rials that form the infrastructure of 
cities are harvested from rural for- 
ests and mines. Most of the garbage 
generated in urban areas ends up in 
rural landfills. Many tourist desti- 
nations—getaways for the mental 
health of urban dwellers—are also 
located in rural areas. 

Rural communities are no lon- 
ger as isolated or as homogeneous 
as they once were. Modern high- 
ways and road systems make traveling to them easier, while 
telecommuting and “extreme commuting” open up many 
more jobs to rural residents than just agriculture or ranching. 
Satellite communications bring television and the Internet to 
sparsely populated rural areas, connecting them to all facets 
of the broader culture. Local agricultural and meat process- 
ing jobs often attract new immigrants, especially from Mexico 
and Central America. In short, today’s rural communities can 
increasingly include the diversity found in the broader society. 

Regardless of these changes, the fields, forests, and green 
spaces of rural communities continue to link their residents 
to the natural environment. In contrast, many urban dwell- 
ers do not think about where their food is grown, where their 
water comes from, or where their wastes end up. For most city 
residents, attention to nature is largely limited to deciding 
whether they will need an umbrella today. But in the com- 
ing years the natural environment will demand everyone’s at- 
tention because the impact of human activity has created an 
environmental crisis. : 


Sociology 


On December 7, 1972, while on their way to the moon, as- 
tronauts in NASA’s Apollo 17 took the first crystal-clear pic- 
ture of a fully lit Earth, the “blue marble” photo, as it became 
known. Huge distances, vast terrains, and seemingly endless 
oceans confront people who travel the surface of the planet. 


o~ 

<> NASA's “blue marble” photo, the first clear picture of 
a fully lit face of the Earth, helped symbolize the fragile 
nature of the Earth’s environment. 


But this single photo, taken from 
18,000 miles away, shows that our 
tiny planet in the vast darkness of 
space has very real limits. Released 
just as concerns about environmen- 
tal issues were growing, the “blue 
marble” photo became a symbol of 
our planet’s limited resources and 
the common challenge of protect- 
ing them that we face. 

Like the rest of society, sociolo- 
gists have paid increasing attention 
to environmental issues since the 
days of the “blue marble” photo. As 
Dunlap and Marshall (2007) note, 
“environmental problems are fun- 
damentally social problems: They 
result from human social behavior, 
they are viewed as problematic be- 
cause of their impact on humans 
(as well as other species), and their 
solution requires societal effort” 
(p. 329). Environmental sociol- 
ogy focuses on the interaction be- 
tween social life and the natural environment. In examining 
our natural world, environmental sociologists focus on three 
key issues: (1) why societies are producing such daunting envi- 
ronmental problems, (2) how people come to recognize and 
understand them, and (3) how changes in social structure and 
behavior can help address them. We consider each of these is- 
sues, but we start with a quick reminder of the range of prob- 
lems in our current environmental crisis. 


Environmental Threats 


In brief, the following are among the environmental challenges 
we face: 


m= Water pollution. Numerous pollutants threaten water 
quality: industrial pollutants (including industrial waste 
dumped in rivers and waste oil dumped into the ocean), 
household waste (sewage treated with chemicals and 
dumped in rivers, drugs flushed down the toilet), erosion 
from development (mud in creeks and streams), and agri- 
cultural runoff (including pesticides and fertilizers). These 
pollutants can create health problems and destroy habitats 
for microorganisms and larger water animals. 


m Air pollution. Gases emitted by cars, trucks, and indus- 
trial processes enter the air we breathe. They can combine 
with water molecules in the atmosphere and be reintro- 
duced into the soil and water as acid rain (precipitation 
high in acid content). Or these toxic gases can rise and 
reduce the effectiveness of the ozone layer—the layer of 
atmosphere that protects the Earth against ultraviolet 
radiation from the sun, a source of skin cancer and other 
health issues. 
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ENVIRONMENT 


One of the few ways we can see the effects of global 
warming is in the extensive melting of many of the world’s 
massive glaciers. These pictures contrast a glacier in Norway 
photographed in the early twentieth century (top) with the 
same glacier photographed in 2006 (bottom). Glacier melting 
has accelerated in just the past few years. 


Global warming. Air pollution in the form of excess cat- 
bon dioxide also forms a shield that prevents heat from es- 
caping the Earth’s atmosphere. This process helps produce 
global warming, an increase in the average temperature of 
the Earth’s atmosphere. This climate change contributes to 
the melting of glaciers and may increase the frequency and 
severity of extreme weather, such as droughts, flooding, 
hurricanes, and tornadoes. 


Solid waste. The quantity of garbage has been exploding, 
and the space we have for it is limited. Nonbiodegradable 
trash (waste that cannot be broken down by living organ- 
isms) fills our landfills, where most garbage is buried and 


will remain essentially forever. Leaks and seepage of toxic 
wastes into the groundwater and the release of polluting 
gases into the air pollute areas near landfills. A fast- 
growing form of garbage is “e-waste”; more than 100 mil- 
lion computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices, 
many containing toxins, are discarded in the United States 
each year. 


Resource depletion. Human activity destroys, depletes, 
and pollutes a variety of natural resources. Logging and 
burning destroy rainforests, often to make room for cattle 
ranching or farming. But rain forests are like the Earth’s 
lungs in reverse; they absorb carbon dioxide from the at- 
mosphere and produce oxygen. They are also home to an 
estimated three-quarters of the Earth’s plant species. Clean 
water is becoming a scarce commodity, and a water short- 
age could be one of the biggest threats in this century. 


Energy consumption. Energy consumption depletes 
natural resources (such as oil), produces toxic pollutants 
(such as radioactive waste from nuclear power plants), and 
contributes to global warming (from coal-fired electrical 
plants, for example). Because energy use affects the en- 
vironment in so many ways, the ability to produce clean 
renewable energy is a huge challenge for the future of our 
environment. 


Many of these problems have been emerging for decades. 
What is new is the scale of consumption, pollution, and re- 
source depletion as industrialization and urbanization spread 
around the world. 


Analyzing Environmental 
Problems 


How can we analyze and better understand environmental 
problems that threaten us? One way is to draw upon the so- 
ciological perspective on environments and community life we 


The spectacular growth of Brazil’s Rio de Janeiro has meant the 
destruction of the adjacent Atlantic rainforest. Urban growth around 
the world has put unprecedented strains on natural resources, con- 
tributing to the growing environmental crises. 
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have used throughout this chapter. The natural environment 
is the context within which social life occurs. The actions hu- 
mans take, especially in constructing a built environment, alter 
that environment. The altered natural environment, in turn, 
influences human action. 

The issue that underlies most environmental crises is a lack 
of sustainability. Sustainability refers to a balance between 
resource protection and consumption that can be maintained in- 
definitely. Unfortunately, humans are engaged in a number of 
unsustainable practices with enormous consequences. 

Our natural environment provides essential assets that serve 
key functions for our survival, but their overuse results in criti- 
cal environmental problems, as summarized in Figure 15.7. 
The three basic functions of our environmental assets are to 
provide a place in which to live, to provide resources needed for 
survival (including air, water, food, and energy), and to provide 
a place to dispose of wastes. Our global ecosystem has only 
a limited ability to serve these three functions (Dunlap and 
Marshall 2007). Unsustainable practices put excess demands 
on the environment, creating three corresponding problems. 
First, dramatic growth in human population is leading to over- 
crowding. Second, we are consuming resources at a pace that 
outstrips long-term supply, resulting in resource depletion. 
Third, pollution is overwhelming the ecosystem’s ability to ab- 
sorb waste products. For example, water pollution is creating 
dramatic “dead zones” in the world’s oceans—areas so toxic 
that virtually nothing survives in them—whereas excess car- 
bon dioxide is contributing to global warming. 

Overuse in one area can create problems in the others. Pol- 
lution, for example, can make an area uninhabitable, while 
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Our natural environment provides essential assets that serve a key 
function for our survival, but their overuse results in critical environ- 
mental problems. 


overpopulation can contribute to resource depletion. Thus the 
environmental problems we face are closely interrelated. 


Power, Inequality, 
and the Environment 


Who is most likely to be a source of environmental pollution 
and degradation, and who is most likely to be exposed to and 
harmed by them? In analyzing these questions, sociologists 
consider issues of power and inequality. 

In 2000 in the Philippines, typhoons saturated a mountain 
of toxic garbage that had been accumulating for thirty years 
and had piled up at a 70-degree angle. Then the garbage came 
crashing down on a poor neighborhood of shanties in Que- 
zon City, part of the megalopolis of Manila. The shanties were 
home to desperately poor people who scratched out a living 
by scavenging aluminum cans, chunks of metal, and anything 
else they could sell from the garbage. When the avalanche bur- 
ied their neighborhood, hundreds died (Power 2006). 

For decades, wealthier nations have been shipping their 
toxic wastes and other environmentally hazardous goods to 
poorer nations like the Philippines. This is one way in which 
power and inequality determine the impact of environmental 


ay Affluent nations of the world export much of the electronic 
waste (“e-waste”) they produce from computers, cell phones, and 
other electronic devices. Poor people in developing countries, such 
as this young Indian worker, are often employed to extract usable 
metals from the waste, exposing them to high levels of toxins. Have 
you disposed of any electronic devices in recent years? Do you know 
where they ended up? 
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problems. Those with more power and privilege generally 
reap the benefits of environmental degradation through afHu- 
ent lifestyles and the ability to protect 
themselves from pollution. Those with 
less power and privilege, like the people 
who died in Quezon City, often bear the 
brunt of environmental crises. 

Even in the United States, class and 
race play a part in disproportionately 
burdening poor and minority com- 
munities with environmentally hazard- 
ous materials (Bullard 2000; Pellow 
and Brulle 2005). Governments and 
corporations are more likely to place 
toxic waste dumps, chemical plants, in- 
cinerators, landfills, sewage treatment 
facilities, and other pollution hazards 
near the homes of racial minorities and 
people with lower incomes, and rarely 
in affuent communities, whose residents have the power to 
resist such threats. 

Since the mid-1980s, in response to this form of inequal- 
ity, activists have organized campaigns for environmental 
justice, the prevention of harmful practices that unfairly burden 
low-income people and racial minorities with disproportionate 
exposure to environmental hazards. In the workplace as well, 
class distinctions shape exposure to environmental hazards. 
Working-class employees are most likely to be exposed to dan- 
gerous environmental conditions that can cause disease or in- 
jury. For decades, labor unions have promoted the adoption of 
occupational health and safety regulations that protect work- 
ers from environmental hazards such as exposure to harmful 
chemicals on the job. 


The “Treadmill of 
Production” 


Environmental problems have no single source but sociologists, 
rather than focusing solely on the actions of individuals, focus 
also on the effect of structural forces in creating those prob- 
lems. According to one structural analysis, capital-intensive in- 
dustries and the modern state, in pursuit of continual growth as a 
central good, have created a treadmill of production that results 
in increasing resource depletion and worsening pollution (Gould, 
Pellow, and Schnaiberg 2008; Schnaiberg 1980). 

In a capitalist market economy, corporations increase their 
profits by growing bigger. For workers, economic growth pro- 
vides jobs, the income from which enables them to consume 
more. For the state, growth represents low unemployment 
and an expanding tax base, as we saw with urban “growth 
machines.” But the promotion of growth by corporations, 
governments, and workers produces two negative environ- 
mental consequences. First, growth contributes to resource 


depletion by increasing exploitation of natural resources and _ 


energy. In a world with finite resources, continuous growth 
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that increases resource consumption is unsustainable. Sec- 
ond, growth creates pollution and waste, which we have seen 
contribute to environmental problems. 
As long as humanity continues to pur- 
sue an unsustainable growth strategy, 
we will be on this destructive treadmill. 


Culture and 
the Social. 
Construction of 
Environmental 
Problems 


The common belief that growth is a 
good thing instead of a strain on our 
natural environment illustrates how 
our cultural beliefs and traditions shape 
our perception of the environment and the threats to it. Envi- 
ronmental problems have a physical reality—pollution levels, 
loss of animal habitat, and 
declining resources, for 
example. But sociologists 
have long understood that 
for these objective condi- 
tions to be recognized as 
social problems, people 
must frame them accord- 
ingly. This framing is the 
task of sponsors—people 
who work to bring these 
problems to the attention of 
the media, public officials, and the public, seeking support in 
addressing them (Hannigan 2006). Their work is a type of 
social construction of reality. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, environmental activists played a 
pioneering role in raising the public’s consciousness about envi- 
ronmental issues, resulting in some important legislative initia- 
tives. Between 1970 and 1973, Congress passed the Clean Air 
Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Endangered Species Act. 
Environmental protection seemed an overwhelmingly impor- 
tant priority. But enforcement has been lax, and counter-efforts 
have chipped away at these and other environmental legislative 
initiatives. 

In fact, as recent sociological research shows, the envi- 
ronmental movement has stalled, evolving from a powerful 
grassroots social movement into a fragmented set of Washing- 
ton, D.C.-based lobbying groups and isolated local efforts. 
Meanwhile, conservative counter-movements, think tanks, 
and corporations with a financial stake in growth have been 
promoting antienvironmental messages and attempting to 
discredit scientific studies that document environmental de- 
struction. Since the 1970s, the passage of proenvironment leg- 
islation has been rare, and some indicators show a decline in the 
degree to which the public sees environmental protection as a 
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priority (Austin 2002; Bosso 2005; Buell 2004; Dunlap and 
Catton 1994; McCright and Dunlap 2003). 

Meanwhile, as many environmental threats have grown 
more serious, the United States continues to embrace a culture 
of consumption. With less than 5 percent of the world’s pop- 
ulation, the United States consumes about 25 percent of the 
world’s resources and produces about 30 percent of its waste. 
Rapidly developing nations are emulating the U.S. record and 
ramping up consumption at an unprecedented pace. China, 
as noted in our opening vignette, has rapidly transformed 
many urban areas into high-consumption centers, complete 
with cars, consumer products, meat-filled diets, and energy- 
guzzling homes. But the U.S. level of consumption is impos- 
sible to reproduce on a global scale; the Earth simply does not 
have enough resources. According to one estimate, for-just 
India and China to consume resources and pollute at a per- 
capita level comparable to the United States, we would need 
two more planet Earths (Worldwatch Institute 2006). 

Seriously addressing environmental threats requires a 
change in attitudes, values, and understanding—a change of 
culture. Environmental activists work to bring about a culture 
that recognizes the hazards of overconsumption, resource de- 
pletion, and pollution while prioritizing limited consumption 
and the reuse of goods and materials. 

The U.S. culture of individualism also can handicap us. 
‘The trend seems to be away from protecting the environment 
toward protecting the individual (Szasz 2007). For example, 
many people are concerned about the contamination of their 
tap water with chemicals. A social response would include po- 
litical action to ensure stricter water pollution measures and 
more funding for water treatment facilities. Instead, most peo- 
ple protect only themselves by purchasing bottled water and 
water filters. This individualized approach shields those who 
can afford it, while society's most vulnerable bear the brunt of 
environmental damage. 

The use of bottled water has also increased plastic consump- 
tion, adding nonbiodegradable trash to our landfills. Individu- 
alized responses like this are expensive and often ineffective 
(the production of bottled water is unregulated, and some 
products are just tap water), and they may only hinder more 
effective political action to achieve real change. 

Still, there are occasional signs of growing environmental 
awareness in the culture and its subcultures. In 2006, eighty 
prominent Christian evangelicals signed “Climate Change: 
An Evangelical Call to Action.” The document used scientific 
research findings and relevant Biblical passages to call upon 
Christians to make protecting the environment a major prior- 
ity, noting that “the consequences of climate change will be 
significant and will hit the poor the hardest” (Evangelical Cli- 
mate Initiative 2006). 


The Search for Solutions 


Environmental sociologists have also studied how best to ad- 
dress environmental challenges. Buttel (2003) identifies four 
basic mechanisms of “environmental reform”: 


1. Environmental activism and social movements, which 
raise awareness of issues, promote changes in individual 
and institutional behavior, and advocate for legislative 
regulation and reforms 


2. Environmental regulation by governments, which can 
promote energy efficiency, put curbs on inefficient develop- 
ment, and limit polluting 


3. International environmental governance, including 
global treaties and intergovernmental organizations 


4. Ecological modernization, or the use of environmen- 
tally friendly new technologies and greater technological 
efficiencies 


Buttel argues that social movements outside the halls of 
power are more important in environmental reform because 
they are effective catalysts for other forms of action. As we saw, 
a vibrant grassroots environmental movement in the 1960s and 
1970s helped jumpstart important environmental legislation. 
Mote recently, activists have pushed for changes in the World 
Bank and other international institutions that have too often 
promoted lucrative projects for multinational corporations that 
devastated the environment. Buttel argues that such action by 
noninstitutional players is essential to environmental reform. 

Some sociologists, though, say the capitalist quest for profit 
can actually help the environment (Spaargaren and Mol 1992). 
As companies recognize that energy inefficiency represents lost 
profits, they will adopt energy-efficient “green” technologies. 
Such ideas are controversial. The cases used to illustrate success 
are often atypical plants, corporations, and industries that use 
methods others cannot adopt on a scale large enough to make a 
difference (Dunlap and Marshall 2007). It may be just as likely 
that pursuit of profit will encourage destructive practices. BP’s 
focus on rapid growth and cost-cutting rather than employee 
safety and environmental protection contributed to the mas- 
sive 2010 oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, which killed eleven 
workers and spewed oil for three months (Chazan, Faucon, 
and Casselman 2010; Lustgarten 2010). Only enforcement of 
government regulation can protect people and the natural en- 
vironment from such abuses. 

Perhaps the most visible recent effort to protect the envi- 
ronment is the marketing of “eco-friendly” products. However, 
Buttel (2004) and others argue that “green” consumerism is not 
a viable approach. First, as we have seen, pressure toward growth 
originates not with individuals who are the target of green 
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consumerism but with institutional players—corporations 
and governments of the “growth machine” and “treadmill 
of production.” Second, corporate and government decisions 
heavily influence the choice of products available to consumers. 
Corporate failure to invest in more efficient cars and govern- 
ment failure to require higher fuel efficiency have long lim- 
ited consumers’ options, regardless of their preferences. Third, 
many products and practices promoted as 
environmentally friendly are of marginal 
benefit and may be merely “greenwash- 
ing,” improving the corporation’s public 
image. Finally, evidence suggests that 
many who say they are concerned about 
the environment simply do not change 
their consumer behavior voluntarily. 
Many sociologists therefore argue 
that focusing on individuals rather than 
larger social systems is unlikely to pro- 
duce change on the necessary scale. This 
is not to say that individual choices do 
not matter but that, as sociologists have 
long observed, human action takes place 
within existing social structure. Real so- 
cial change requires changing those structures. 


of Health 


Just as sociologists place environmental issues in a broader 
social context, the basic insight of the sociology of health and 
illness is that “both disease and medical care are related to 
the structure of society” (Conrad 2005, 1). In some cases, 
health is linked to community as well. Our perception and 
understanding of health issues are also influenced by our cul- 
ture, including what we learn about who is competent to treat 
illness. Finally, health and illness are influenced by power 
inequalities. 


Culture, Structure, Power, 
and the Medical Profession 


Today, the occupation of doctor is among the most prestigious 
and highly paid in the United States. But that is a relatively 
recent cultural development that resulted from doctors effec- 
tively organizing to institutionalize their profession and gain 
power over health care. Sociologist Paul Starr’s classic book, 
The Social Transformation of American Medicine, traces doctors’ 
shifting status in nineteenth- and twentieth-century U.S. soci- 
ety. Starr (1983) cites an 1869 medical journal that complains 
“medicine has ever been and is now, the most despised of all 
the professions” (p. 7). 

Few doctors enjoyed any financial success before 1900. They 
lacked uniform training and universal standards of practice 
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and were not particularly successful at diagnosis and treat- 
ment. Many people distrusted them and preferred traditional 
home remedies. Doctors also faced challenges from other prac- 
titioners with very different approaches to illness, including 
midwives, herbalists, and peddlers of “patent medicines,” typi- 
cally made from exotic ingredients and sold as “miraculous” 
cures for virtually all illnesses. 


DOCTORS ORGANIZE In the 
early twentieth century, doctors orga- 
nized into a unified group emphasizing 
their specialized knowledge and skills 
and forming what would become a pow- 
erful voice on their behalf: the American 
Medical Association (AMA). Its members 
built alliances with the growing number 
of hospitals in the United States and de- 
vised standards for medical training and 
practice. Especially important, rather 
than competing among themselves, doc- 
tors united around an approach to health 
care based on science and research, which 
increased their success at diagnosing and 
treating illness. This scientific emphasis bound the medical 
profession with universities, where training and ongoing re- 
search now took place. 

By the early twentieth century, U.S. doctors had established 
a powerful professional authority, legitimate power to define 
the terms of discussion within a specific field. Citizens looked to 
doctors for medical advice on staying healthy and for treat- 
ment when they became ill. Mindful of the complexity of the 
human body and aware of doctors’ distinctive knowledge, pa- 
tients learned to doubt their own ability to diagnose and treat 
illness. A growing public trust in science, and dramatic success 
in reducing the incidence of dreaded diseases such as tetanus 
and diphtheria, elevated doctors as unparalleled authorities 
on health and illness. Their influence soon extended beyond 
medicine, as people turned to them for advice on matters from 
childrearing to sexual conduct. 


MONOPOLIZING MEDICAL PRACTICE Build- 


ing on the high status of their powerful professional author- 
ity, doctors established an institutional monopoly on medical 
practice that drove out rival practitioners. They secured legisla- 
tion that permitted only officially licensed doctors to practice 
medicine. The AMA certified medical schools, and each medi- 
cal school limited enrollment, thereby controlling the supply of 
doctors. In this new medical system, professional authority be- 
came a means of increasing doctors’ incomes to unprecedented 
heights. 

Just as important, doctors came to act as gatekeepers, con- 
trolling access to prescription drugs and influencing policies 
that required people to consult them before participating in 
specific activities. Public schools and summer camps often 
won't admit children without evidence of a physical examina- 
tion by a doctor. Some employers depend on company-paid 
doctors to screen new hires, and insurance companies require 
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medical examinations when people make health- or injury- 
related insurance claims. 


THE WEAKENING OF DOCTORS’ AUTHORITY 
Recent changes in health care in the United States have under- 
mined the power, status, and authority of doctors. McKinlay 
and Marceau (2002) identify eight key factors in this shift: 


1. The decline in government support for doctors in private 
practice 


2. The bureaucratization of medical practice, as an increasing 
number of doctors have left private practice and gone to 
work for large health care corporations 


3. The emerging competitive threat from other lower-cost 
health care workers, including nurse practitioners and 
physicians’ assistants, who have some of the same medical 
privileges as doctors 


4. Globalization and the information revolution, which gives 
patients access to international health care options and vast 
amounts of medical information 


5. Changes in the public conception of the body, which 
threaten to reduce the physician from a professional who 
cures illness to a technician who repairs the body 


6. Changes in the doctor-patient relationship and the erosion of 
patient trust, as doctors increasingly work in for-profit con- 
texts and heed the demands of health insurance providers 


7. Growth in the number of doctors, leading to a general 
oversupply 


8. The weakening and fragmentation of the AMA, which has 
historically represented doctors’ shared interests 


Although some of these trends may be plusses for patients, 
they all threaten the authority and autonomy of doctors. More 


physicians are becoming employees of large organizations, 
including health maintenance organizations (HMOs), since 
it has grown increasingly difficult and expensive to enter pri- 
vate practice. Many work for major corporations, supervising 
health care and wellness programs for employees and working 
with policy makers on health-related workplace issues. Soci- 
ologist Elaine Draper (2003) showed how different these com- 
pany doctors are from previous generations. Their employers 
often demand they satisfy organizational goals that clash with 
the professional norms of independent physicians. Employees’ 
skepticism of doctors who are identified too closely with man- 
agement intensifies this conflict. 


Inequality and the 
Distribution of Disease 


Like other patterns in social life, disease and death are not 
distributed equally or randomly throughout a population. In- 
stead, social inequalities shape the likelihood that someone 
will be healthy or sick, die young or live a long life. In short, 
social inequalities are related to inequalities in health. Sociolo- 
gists refer to these persistent patterns of inequality in health as 
health disparities. 

In general, social inequality works in predictable ways: 
people with less income and education are likely to experience 
more illness and to die younger. Childhood asthma is far more 
prevalent in low-income households than in middle- or upper- 
income households. ‘The death rate associated with diabetes is 
also correlated with family income and is highest in the poor- 
est households. The lowest-income adults are far more likely 
to experience “fair” or “poor” health whether they are male, 
female, white, black, or Hispanic (National Center for Health 
Statistics 2011). Health disparities exist on a global scale, too: 
wealthier nations’ populations live longer, healthier lives than 
do those in poorer nations. 

Evidence of health disparities is clear and longstanding. 
Syme and Berkman (1976) note that high death rates and 
shorter life expectancy for the lower classes have been ob- 
served since the twelfth century. Adler and Newman (2002) 
summarized the complex and multifaceted “pathways” that 
connect inequality in socioeconomic status (SES) with health 
disparities. They argued that each component of SES—educa- 
tion, income, and occupation—contributes directly to health 
disparities. 


m Education shapes future job opportunities and helps de- 
termine adult income. Just as important, education gives 
people knowledge, confidence, and skills that increase their 
access to information and resources promoting health and 


healthy lifestyles. 


m Income is necessary to purchase health care services or 
health insurance. Those who can afford high-quality health 
services—including preventive and specialist care—are 
likely to be healthier, in the long run, than those who 
cannot. Income is also associated with improvements in 
nutrition, recreation, and housing—all of which contribute 


to health. 
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SOCIOLOGY works 


Tristan Sanders and Healthy Communities 


hen students think of working in health care, they often 

think of medical or nursing school. But Tristan Sanders 

took a different route, using the B.A. in sociology he 

earned in 2006 from Emory University. “I always knew | 
wanted to work in a health-related field,” he says, “and majoring 
in sociology allowed me to do that at a population level, which 
has allowed me to have far greater influence than if | were to 
have gone to medical school and become a doctor.” Rather than 
treating individual sick patients, Sanders helps promote healthy 
living in entire communities. 

He works for Kaiser Permanente in the Institute for Health Re- 
search in Denver, Colorado, where he helps evaluate a nonprofit 
organization that Kaiser supports financially called LiveWell Colo- 
rado (livewellcolorado.org). LiveWell is a statewide organization 
that provides multiyear grants to local communities to imple- 
ment healthy eating and active living strategies to fight obesity. 
These strategies include the creation of safe routes to schools 
(to encourage walking), farmers markets and community gardens 
(to improve access to healthy foods), com- 
prehensive bicycle and pedestrian plans 
(to encourage healthier commuting and 
recreation), and school- and work-based 
wellness programs (to educate about and 
encourage healthy lifestyles). 

On any given day, Sanders may be working 
with technical assistance providers and local community coordi- 
nators, implementing an interactive voice response (IVR) survey 
to monitor behavioral and health patterns, conducting focus 
groups during site visits, helping to write grant applications, or 
developing evaluation plans. To advance his career, he has re- 
cently completed a master’s degree in public health with a focus 
in health systems, management, and policy. 

Sanders couldn’t be happier with his choice of major: “Sociol- 
ogy has provided me nothing but opportunities. Opportunities 
to thrive academically because | was studying something | was 


“Sociology opened 
my mind to a world of 
possibilities.” 


interested in. Opportunities to 
thrive professionally because 

| was able to understand and 
apply the many things | have 
learned. Even opportunities to 
thrive socially because of the 
diverse base of knowledge | 
gained while studying sociol- 
ogy.” Among his most memora- 
ble sociology courses, he cites 
methods classes that taught 
him about evaluation tech- 
niques and one course called 
“What It Means to Be Sick,” a 
historical look at the evolution 
of health and wellness and how 
people have treated the ill over 
time. 


Tristan Sanders 


Says Sanders, “Sociology opened my 

mind to a world of possibilities, most 

specifically being able to work in the field 

| ultimately wanted to work in [health 

care and population health] without going 

to medical school.” And he confesses, “My 

experience with sociology has been a bit of a 
love affair. The more | engage myself in the material, the more | 
get out of it.” 


think about it 


1. How does Sanders’s work reflect a sociological perspective on 
health issues? 


2. How might a sociology degree be a stepping stone to a health- 
related career? 
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® Occupation relates to health disparities in that people with 
jobs and job security have fewer health problems. However, 
specific jobs can contribute to health disparities. Lower- 
status jobs are often more dangerous, exposing workers to 
toxic substances and increasing the risk of on-the-job inju- 
ries. In addition, the unemployed, part timers, and those 
in lower-status jobs are far less likely than full-time profes- 
sionals to have a high-quality employer-sponsored health 
insurance plan, or any health insurance at all, further 
increasing health disparities associated with occupation. It 
remains to be seen whether recent health care reform will 
significantly increase the availability of insurance coverage. 


Adler and Newman also identified indirect ways in which in- 
equality in SES produces health disparities, including exposure 
to environmental hazards in poorer-quality housing and more 
crowded neighborhoods. 

Lower socioeconomic groups are also more likely to smoke 
and less likely to eat a healthy diet and get sufficient exercise— 
all of which contribute to health problems. Socioeconomic dif- 
ferences in smoking, diet, and exercise emerged in the 1960s 
as new information about healthy lifestyles became available. 
Higher-SES individuals had the educational and income re- 
sources to change their behavior. As a result, the gap between 
tich and poor in the incidence of heart disease became severe 
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in the 1960s and 1970s (Beaglehole 1990). Lower-SES individ- 
uals are also more likely to experience chronic stress and have 
fewer resources to treat stress-related illnesses. (The Sociology 
Works box examines one sociology major’s work promoting 
community health.) 

People with low SES are more likely to be socially isolated, 
leaving them at far greater risk of physical illness and death, as 
well as of mental health problems, such as depression, which 
can lower energy levels and reduce motivation to seek proper 


medical care when needed. A tragic example of the effect of so- 
cial isolation is documented in Eric Klinenberg’s (2003) study 
of the 1995 heat wave in Chicago, which resulted in more than 


700 deaths. Klinenberg found that the underlying cause of 


these very preventable deaths was social isolation. The victims 
were largely poor elderly residents who lived alone and had lit- 
tle access to support, resources, government assistance, or even 
information about how to deal with the intense heat and the 
power shortages that made air conditioning unavailable. 


COMMUNITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES ON HEALTH 


S new research redefining our idea of health? Although 

it has long been known that personal behavioral choices 

influence well-being, health researchers today are increas- 

ingly recognizing the many ways that place—both the 
built environment and the natural environment—affects our 
health. A large body of new research connects “neighbor- 
hood disadvantage”—high community poverty rates and 
accompanying unemployment, racial segregation, crime, 
reduced physical activity, and even traffic problems—with 
“a wide range of detrimental health outcomes, including low 
birth weight, infant mortality, asthma, tuberculosis, depres- 
sion, and poor self-rated health” (Do et al. 2008, 1259). 

Housing also influences health. Deteriorating lead paint 
poses a major health hazard to children exposed to elevated 
levels of lead in the air and water inside their homes. Poor 
ventilation, leaky pipes, and pest infestations can fill a home 
with allergens, a primary source of childhood asthma. Poor 
insulation in winter and lack of ventilation in summer create 
health problems, too, especially for the elderly. Overcrowd- 
ing contributes to a variety of illnesses, including infectious 
diseases and psychological stress. 

Even the high cost of housing can add indirectly to health 
problems by forcing difficult tradeoffs. Hefty rent or mort- 
gage payments may be met at the expense of heat, prescrip- 
tion medications, or health insurance, with potentially seri- 
ous health consequences (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
2008). 

The relationship between community and health is not 
limited to disadvantaged neighborhoods. People who live in 
compact cities where walking is common have lower rates 
of diabetes, hypertension, heart disease, and stroke than do 
those in suburbs where driving is the norm. Suburban dwell- 
ers are on average six pounds heavier than their counter- 
parts in cities. In response, however, some communities are 


designing built environments that promote good health by 
encouraging physical activity, especially walking and cycling 
along new networks of bike and pedestrian trails (Cowley 
and Springen 2005; Flint 2006). 

Society is growing more aware that environmental factors 
also influence health. Public health officials in the United 
States and around the world have identified environmental 
health—the aspects of health, illness, and disease that result 
from environmental factors—as one of the keys to a healthy 
population. Environmental factors such as air, water, and 
soil pollution; household lead; unsanitary drinking water; 
and climate change can produce major health consequences. 
Diseases most commonly associated with environmental 
causes are diarrhea, respiratory infections, malaria, birth- 
related conditions, and certain heart diseases. The World 
Health Organization (2006) estimated that environmental 
factors account for 24 percent of the global “disease burden” 
(healthy life years lost to disease), and that the environment 
also accounts for up to 36 percent of deaths among children 
aged fourteen or younger. 

Improving and expanding access to safe water and sanita- 
tion systems can make a major contribution to global health. 
Deaths from diseases associated with water, sanitation, and 
hygiene problems are particularly high in Africa and parts 
of South Asia (see Map 15.1). The U.S. government's report 
Healthy People 2020 identifies improvements in air and water 
quality and the proper use and disposal of toxic substances 
and hazardous waste as among the primary environmental 
health objectives in the twenty-first century (U.S. Depart- 
ment of Health and Human Services 2010). 

What are the key characteristics of healthy places? A 
growing body of evidence shows that places that bring peo- 
ple into contact with the natural environment, that facilitate 
interaction among people, that encourage regular physical 
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a MAP 15.1 | DEATH RATES FROM WATER, SANITATION, AND HYGIENE-RELATED DISEASES 


The poorer nations in Africa and South Asia face the highest death rates from water, sanitation, and hygiene-related dis- 
EaSes. Source: World Health Organization (20074). Estimates based on WHO data for the year 2002. Copyright WHO 2007. 


1,000 population 


activity, and that build structures along environmentally Understanding the community and environmental factors 
sound principles (using nontoxic building materials and that influence people’s physical health—both the factors 
cleansers, effective ventilation, and natural lighting) promote _ that contribute to illness and disease and those that promote 
good health among the people who live, work, and play in good health and healthy lifestyles—has emerged as a central 
them (Frumkin 2003; Srinivasan, O’Fallon, and Dearry 2003). component of the contemporary sociological analysis of 

The sociology of health asks us to pay attention to the health and illness. 


many ways in which health and illness are social issues. 
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THINKING 


SOCIOLOGICALLY 


ABOUT... 


Communities, the Environment, and Health 


The places where we live—our communities—both reflect our culture and help to promote 
certain types of cultural practices. 


Our perception of and relation to the natural environment are influenced by our culture. 


Evolving cultural norms have influenced our understanding of health and the role of health 
care professionals. 


The social environment that people create exists within the broader built and natural 
environments that help structure daily life. 


The action of doctors in the early twentieth century helped to structure the medical 
profession in such a way as to greatly influence the health care field. 


Communities are shaped by the struggles between those with more or less power, 
reflecting broader class and race inequalities. 


Natural resource consumption and environmental hazards are distributed unevenly, 
reflecting inequalities in power. 


Social inequalities play a major role in shaping the likelihood that someone will have the 
power to remain healthy and avoid sickness. 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


Le Looking Back 


1. Human communities evolved from nomadic hunter-gatherer 


societies, to rural agriculturally based communities, to mod- 
ern industrial cities and megalopolises. Each type of com- 
munity featured different sorts of social relationships, levels 
of inequality, degrees of specialization, and relationships to 
the natural environment. 


Humans have created an extensive built environment that 
provides the physical context within which social life occurs. 
This built environment influences social life and reflects the 
culture of the people who live there. 


. The rise of modern cities prompted early sociologists to ana- 
lyze the social differences between urban and rural life, to 
research city life, and to help address urban social problems. 
Today, human ecology focuses on how the physical environ- 
ment of cities influences social life. 


4. Analyses that examine cities as “growth machines” explore 


how government policy and powerful economic interests 
heavily influence urban development, reflecting inequalities 
in power. 


The suburbs offer an alternative to city life but create their 
own set of social problems, including sprawl, higher taxes, 
and social isolation. 


Environmental sociologists examine the sources of the crises 
that currently threaten our natural environment, study how 


people understand those crises, and examine what changes 
can help address them. 


Unsustainable growth is a major contributor to the massive 
resource depletion and pollution that plague the planet. The 
benefits and consequences of environmental destruction are 
distributed unequally, with the poor and relatively powerless 
facing the worst conditions while the affluent benefit from a 
lifestyle of consumption. Environmental action will require 
changes not only in individual behavior but also in the basic 
“treadmill of production” that fuels unsustainable growth. 


In the early twentieth century, the status, income, and 
power of doctors rose dramatically. Doctors organized 
themselves into a unified group, emphasizing their special- 
ized knowledge and skills; built alliances with hospitals; 
established widely shared standards for both medical train- 
ing and medical practice; and united around an approach 
to health care that was based on science and research. Now, 
in the early twenty-first century, the health care industry is 
undermining the power, status, and authority of doctors. 


To study health sociologically, we need to consider what it 
means to have a healthy community and what contributes 
to the overall well-being of the members of a given society. 
Social inequalities shape the likelihood that someone will be 
healthy or sick, die young or live a long life. 


” Critical Thinking: Questions and Activities 


1. Have you ever moved from one type of community (rural 


community, small town, suburb, city) to another? If so, what 
struck you as being different in your new physical environ- 


States. So now what? What do you see as the most impor- 
tant steps needed to help avoid a crisis of resource depletion 
and pollution? 


Sipe : c PAGS i ; , 
ment? Did these differences influence your social life? 4, What, if anything, does your community do to promote 


healthy lifestyles? What should it be doing? 


Given that inequalities in education, income, and work 
contribute to health disparities, do you think it is possible to 
make changes that would alleviate these health disparities? 
If so, what would you recommend? 


2. How did institutional and structural changes, such as gov- 
ernment policy and economic conditions, help fuel subur- 5 
banization in the United States? How did such policies also 
promote inequality? 


3. The Earth’s resources are not adequate to enable today’s 
developing countries to consume at the level of the United 
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i Key Terms 


built environment (p. 407) the physical surroundings that hu- 
mans create, including the buildings, roads, dams, homes, 
and consumer products we use every day. 

community (p. 407) a set of social relationships, typically aris- 
ing from living in a particular place, that give people a sense 
of identity and belonging. 

community studies (p. 413) a field that typically looks at groups 
of people who share some common tie and engage in social 
interaction within a particular geographic area. 

environmental health (p. 429) the aspects of health, illness, and 
disease that result from environmental factors. 

environmental justice (p. 424) the prevention of harmful 
practices that unfairly burden low-income people and racial 
minorities with disproportionate exposure to environmental 
hazards. 

environmental sociology (p. 421) the study of the interaction 
between social life and the natural environment. 

Gemeinschaft (p. 411) social organization in which most rela- 
tionships are based on the long-term personal ties of collective 
kinship, common tradition, and shared values. 

gentrification (p. 416) the process of rehabilitating older hous- 
ing stock and investing in neighborhood development in a 
way that typically attracts new higher-income residents and 
displaces current middle- and low-income residents. 

Gesellschaft (p. 411) social organization in which most social 
relationships are impersonal, temporary, and based primarily 
on the pursuit of individual rational self-interest. 


growth machines (p. 415) a label for cities that highlights how 
powerful businesses and politicians work together to promote 
urban development, often while ignoring the interests of 
ordinary citizens. 

health disparities (p. 427) persistent patterns of inequality in 
health. 

human ecology (p. 413) the study of the links between the 
physical environment—natural and built—and social life. 

natural environment (p. 407) the land, water, air, vegetation, 
and organisms that make up the physical world. 

new urban sociology (p. 415) an approach to studying cities 
that focuses on the interactions of politics and economics and 
locates them in the larger context of the global economy. 

professional authority (p. 426) legitimate power to define the 
terms of discussion within a specific field. 

redlining (p. 417) the use of discriminatory practices in the sale 
or rental of housing to minorities. 

social environment (p. 407) the cultural context and patterns of 
relationships within which humans live. 

sprawl (p. 418) low-density development that disperses people 
over a wide area, separates homes from workplaces and stores, 
and depends heavily on cars for transportation. 

sustainability (p. 423) a balance between resource protection 
and consumption that can be maintained indefinitely. 

treadmill of production (p. 424) a term that refers to the way 
capital-intensive industries and the modern state, in pursuit 
of continual growth as a central good, have led to increasing 
resource depletion and worsening pollution. 
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CHAPTER 16 


.S. leaders have long gone to war in the name of national security. “Success in Iraq will mean 


that the American people are more secure at home,” argued President George W. Bush, even after it 
was revealed that Iraqi weapons of mass destruction—the initial reason for war—did not exist (Bush 
2008). “| am convinced that our security is at stake in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” argued President 
Barack Obama, justifying an expanded war against the Taliban, which had sheltered the Al Qaeda 
leaders responsible for the 9/11 attacks (Obama 2009). 

Staff Sgt. Daniel Escamilla was one of hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops who fought in Iraq. 
But during his third tour of duty he faced a new and unexpected threat: foreclosure on his Colorado 
home. Escamilla had been unable to keep up with rising mortgage payments, and his lender had 
piled on massive penalties, making the problem worse. While still in Iraq, Escamilla sought help in 
negotiating with the bank. “Not only do | have to worry about staying alive,” he told a reporter, “but 
now | got to worry about whether or not my family’s going to get kicked out of the house” (Zoroya 
2008). He was not alone. In 2010, more than 20,000 active-duty troops and reservists lost their 
homes due to foreclosures (Zoroya 2011). 

A majority of Americans initially supported military action in Iraq and Afghanistan, which so far 
has resulted in the loss of more than 6,000 U.S. lives, but about two-thirds came to believe these 
wars were not worth fighting (Agiesta 2008; Wilson and Cohen 2011). Instead, economic security 


became the new priority. Corporations recklessly—and sometimes fraudulently—pursuing high 
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profits triggered a global financial crisis that led to home 
foreclosures, rising unemployment, and sharp declines in 

the stock market, and left the banking, financial, and auto 
industries teetering on the brink of collapse. Only government 
intervention in the form of controversial corporate bailouts 
and massive stimulus spending brought some semblance 

of stability. The global economic crisis reminded everyone, 
including Sgt. Escamilla, that security is not just a military 
matter. @ 


ow does a country ensure its national security while pro- 

tecting its economic security? Will people be asked to 

put their lives in danger in a war? Will education fund- 

ing be adequate to meet students’ needs? Will young 
people be able to find jobs? Will Medicare be available for the 
health care of an aging population? Such questions involve 
both politics and the economy—the two social institutions 
on which we focus in this chapter. We begin by examining 
the role of politics and the government in society, including 
aspects of the military. Then we look at the structure of the 
economy and the government's role in relationship to it. We 
conclude by considering ways to define security. 


of Politics 


Politics is an especially important social institution because it 
structures the way a society operates, setting its ground rules 
and priorities. 


Politics as a Social 
Institution 


Politics is the arena in which societies make collective decisions 
about priorities and policies. We use politics to answer key ques- 
tions about what type of society we will have. How much free- 
dom will we as citizens have? How will our resources be used? 
Will we go to war? How will we address crime and respond to 
our health care, energy, and transportation needs? 

You've probably heard people use the term politics in a nega- 
tive way, as in, “It’s all just politics.” Because so much is at 
stake in politics, it is an arena often full of conflict, deception, 
hypocrisy, and self-interest. At its worst, politics can produce 
murderous regimes that oppress and terrorize their own peo- 
ple. But at its best, politics can produce many benefits for a 
society, such as a well-run, responsive government that protects 
the quality of people’s lives through regulations that minimize 
environmental threats, promote food safety, ensure fair treat- 
ment of workers, and guard against fire hazards. Government 


thinking about 


agencies can provide roads and public transportation; supply 
clean water; and offer social services, education, and health 
care. And through the military, police, and courts, government 
can help defend our physical safety and civil liberties. For bet- 
ter or worse, politics and governments are interwoven with the 
fabric of social life. 


Systems of Government 
German sociologist Max Weber (1919/1946a) noted that poli- 


tics is about power—how it is maintained, distributed, chal- 
lenged, and transferred. (As we have seen, power is the ability 
to bring about an intended outcome, even when opposed by oth- 
ers.) Weber stressed that the fundamental location for political 
activity is government, the organization that exercises author- 
ity and steers decision making in a specific community. He noted 
that governments (“the state”) have one specific feature that 
distinguishes them from other powerful organizations: they 
hold a monopoly onthe legitimate use of force in a given terri- 
tory. A government can authorize military personnel to kill on 
its behalf in wars; its police can arrest and even shoot people in 
the line of duty; and its prison guards can keep people incar- 
cerated, depriving them of their freedom. 

Because political processes are socially constructed, govern- 
ments around the world differ in the way they choose leaders 
and how politically engaged their citizens are. We can classify 
government structures into three basic types: monarchies, au- 
thoritarian governments, and democracies. 

A monarchy is a system of government headed by a single 
person, the monarch, who typically inherits the position as a 
member of a ruling family. Monarchs’ titles signify their royal 
status (king, queen, sultan, emir, or emperor) and are passed 
from one generation to the next. There are two broad types 
of monarchies. In traditional (or absolute) monarchies, a single 
royal leader enjoys essentially unconditional power. This form 
of government is very rare today, existing (as of 2012) only in 
Saudi Arabia (king), Qatar (emir), and Oman (sultan) in the 
Middle East; Brunei (sultan) in Southeast Asia; and Swaziland 
(king) in Southern Africa. Instead, most contemporary mon- 
archies are constitutional monarchies, democracies that recog- 
nize a limited and often only symbolic role for the royal family. 
Queen Elizabeth II—the monarch of the United Kingdom of 
Britain and Northern Ireland—is the best-known constitu- 
tional monarch today. She plays a ceremonial role as head of 
state, while an elected parliament and a prime minister run the 
government. 

Instead of monarchies, two broad types of government now 
predominate: authoritarian and democratic. An authoritarian 
government typically features self-appointed leaders who exert 
great control over the lives of citizens that includes severely limit- 
ing their civil liberties. Central ruling parties or the military 
usually run authoritarian governments. They do not rely on 
popular support from citizens or tolerate meaningful political 


power 


According to Weber and other sociologists, the legitimate use of force distinguishes 
governments from other powerful organizations. When might a government’s 
use of force cease to be legitimate? 
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opposition, though authoritarian leaders may rig elections to 
try to legitimize their power. Disdainful of civil liberties, au- 
thoritarian governments often intrude in the lives of citizens, 
directing, for example, what people may read or publish, what 
religion they practice, or where they may travel. They often go 
to considerable expense to monitor the private lives of citizens 
through various forms of surveillance. 

Democracy is a political system in which the right to vote is 
widespread and government leaders are selected through multi- 
party elections. In its literal definition, democracy is “rule by 
the people.” However, the specific mechanisms by which “the 
people” rule can vary. In a direct democracy, citizens them- 
selves participate in political decision-making in such venues 
as town hall meetings or in referendums to decide the fate of a 
proposed policy. More common is representative democracy, in 
which citizens elect delegates who carry out the policymaking 
processes of government. Democratic systems often include el- 
ements of both direct and representative democracy, as does 
the United States. Free and fair elections are a fundamental 
component of all representative democracies. 

The widespread embrace of democracy is relatively recent 
in human history. Many nations have not yet adopted democ- 
racy, though some leaders use its rhetoric to help legitimize 


their rule. The Democracy Index, published by the Economist’s 
Economist Intelligence Unit (2010), identifies five key compo- 
nents of a democratic government: 


m Free and fair competitive elections 


® Civil liberties, including freedom of speech, expression, 
and the press; freedom of religion; freedom of assembly and 
association; and the right to due judicial process 


@ A functioning government that can implement democrati- 
cally based decisions 


@ Active political participation by citizens in public life 
m A democratic political culture in which supporters of losing 


candidates accept the judgment of voters and permit the 
peaceful transition of power 


In 2010, Economist Intelligence Unit researchers, award- 
ing points in each of these categories, labeled only 15.6 percent 
of the world’s countries as “full democracies” (including the 
United States), 31.7 percent as “flawed democracies,” nearly 
one-third (32.9 percent) as authoritarian, and the remainder 
as hybrids (see Map 16.1). About half the world’s population 
(49.5 percent) live in a democracy of some sort; the remainder 
do not. 
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I The degree of democratic rule varies considerably from country to country. On the scale used here, a higher number indicates 

< a more democratic nation. Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (2010). 
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Political Structure and 
Political Action 


The political structure of a society shapes the possibilities for 
political action, and political action can sometimes have a sig- 
nificant impact on the political structure. 

An authoritarian society allows little oppor- 
tunity for dissent, limiting the possibili- 
ties for political action. To oppose the 
ruling party by speaking out or join- . 
ing an underground movement is to 
risk harsh consequences, including 
jail or execution. But even in an au- 
thoritarian society, actions matter. 
Compliance or cooperation may help 
reinforce the existing political struc- 
ture. But with broad enough participa- 
tion, as history has repeatedly shown, even 
small challenges can over time turn into public 
protests, demands for reform, or a revolution that 
changes the political structure. 

Citizens in democracies, in contrast, have a wide range of 
options for political participation without fear of reprisal. In 
turn, how citizens use—or don’t use—their rights helps to de- 
termine a democracy’s future. 

Democracies vary. For example, voters elect the head of 
government in presidential systems, whereas members of the 
legislature typically elect (and dismiss) the prime minister in 
a parliamentary system. Another major distinction between 
democratic systems is that some offer plurality voting whereas 
others feature proportional representation. Plurality voting is 
a “winner-take-all” system in which the candidate with the most 
votes wins the office being contested. For example, in U.S. fed- 
eral elections each House and Senate seat is awarded to the 
candidate receiving the most votes in that seat’s district. Even 
if a candidate loses by a single vote, his or her party goes un- 
represented in that district. In proportional representation 
systems, parties are awarded seats in government based on the 
percentage of votes they receive in an election. A party that wins 
20 percent of the vote might be awarded 20 percent of the seats 
in the legislature. Many countries, including Japan, Ireland, 
Brazil, Hungary, Canada, and South-Africa, have some form of 
proportional representation. 

In the United States, plurality voting has been a major fac- 
tor in the emergence of a system dominated by two parties, the 
Republicans and the Democrats. Although small political par- 
ties such as the Libertarian Party and the Green Party do exist 
(see Figure 16.1), few voters know much about them. Debate 
organizers typically exclude third-party candidates, and news 
organizations rarely cover their campaigns, helping to ensure 
that small parties remain on the margins of political life. 

Because of the structural limitations of the two-party sys- 
tem, major change to the system must often originate from 


outside the two major parties, often through social movements 
(see Chapter 17). In recent years, the Tea Party has received 
considerable media attention and influenced political debates. 
The Tea Party is neither a formal political party nor a social 
movement. It is supported by Republican Party funders, in- 
cluding some major corporations, and is a 
loosely organized collection of activ- 
ists, about 80 percent of whom are 
from the conservative wing of 
the Republican Party (Mayer 
2010; Newport 2010). As 
such, it works both inside 
and outside the Republi- 
can Party, pressuring the 
party to take more conser- 
vative positions on issues 
such as health care reform 

and government spending. 
Many countries have a more 
diverse multiparty system, often due 
to their system of proportional representation. 
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© FiGuRE 16.1 | MINOR POLITICAL PARTIES IN THE 
UNITED STATES 


Plurality voting has contributed to a two-party system that helps 
marginalize minor parties such as the ones listed here with their 
logos. (Some others, whose logos aren’t shown, include the Ameri- 
can First Party, the Constitution Party, the Labor Party, and the 
Working Families Party.) Do you think the United States would be 
better served by having more than two viable political parties? Why 
or why not? 


thinking aboutstructure 


The structure of the two-party system in the United States effectively prevents most 
third-party candidates from winning elections. Have you voted for a third-party candidate? 
What was the outcome? What impact did that candidate have, regardless of the outcome? 
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(See Figure 16.2.) Citizens in multiparty systems are more 
likely to find a party that represents their views, thereby con- 
tributing to higher voter turnout than is typical in the United 
States. Such systems, though, can produce fragmented and un- 
stable governments. 


(4 = ae eae <= i = 
Political Culture 
Like any social institution, politics features culturally specific 
norms and practices. The cultural norms we learn influence 


what issues we consider political and whether we speak out 
about them. 


hoags. 


United Kingdom 2010 


Green, Ulster Unionist, 
and Independent 1 (each) 


Conservative 306 


Vane Democratic & Labour 3 


Plaid Cymru 3 
Sinn Fein 5 
Labour 258 Scottish National 6 
Democratic Unionist 8 


Liberal Democrat 57 


Germany 2011 


_— Alliance 90/The Greens 68 


Left Party 76 
Christian 
Democratic Union/ 
Christian 
Social Union 


238 


Free Democratic Party 93 


Social 
Democratic Party 
146 


o™ 

«>» FIGURE 16.2 | MULTIPARTY LEGISLATURES: POLITICAL 
PARTIES IN THE UNITED KINGDOM AND GERMANY 

Unlike in the United States, other democracies have legislatures with 
significant representation from more than two parties. Sources: German 
Bundestag (2011); U.K. Parliament (2010). 
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Political Socialization 


Political socialization teaches us basic norms and expectations 
about political life and attitudes toward involvement in politics. 
Democratic political systems, like that of the United States, 
encourage citizens to participate in politics, at least to a degree. 
Schools typically teach students basic lessons about civics, in- 
cluding the significance of voting rights. (The Through a So- 
ciological Lens box on page 441 explores another way schools 
can promote civic engagement.) During election season, news 
coverage regularly stresses the importance of voting as a ba- 
sic act of citizenship. Freedom and democracy are celebrated 
through patriotic cultural events, from schoolchildren’s recita- 
tion of the Pledge of Allegiance to sports fans’ singing of the 
national anthem at the start of baseball games. 

But the U.S. political process and citizens’ relationship to 
politics are in fact more complicated than our celebrations 
suggest. For most of U.S. history, the majority of citizens 
were denied even the basic right to vote. Scholars have docu- 
mented election fraud past and present, including voting by 
dead people, uncounted votes, and interference with registra- 
tion as well as the possibility of tampering with electronic vot- 
ing machines (Alvarez, Hall, and Hyde 2008). Allegations of 


voter manipulation and inaccurate counting periodically pro- 


neds 

<> Agirl watches her mother voting at a polling station. Did you 
receive any political socialization early in life that either encouraged 
or discouraged your participation in politics? 


rizoush «SOCIOLOGICAL Us 


The Political Socialization of Teenagers 


ociological research on political socialization 
shows that schools can help connect young 
people with politics, activating their inter- 
est in political participation. 

In one study, McFarland and Thomas 
(2006) examined the relationship between 
youth extracurricular activities and later 
adult political participation. Using two 
national surveys that followed respon- 
dents from high school through early 
adulthood, the authors examined the 
relationship between teenagers’ involve- 
ment in voluntary organizations and their 
political participation as adults a decade 
later. They found that students active in 
specific types of voluntary organizations in 
high school, regardless of class background, 
were more likely to register to vote, to vote in 
an election, to participate in community service, to 
work on a political campaign, and to join a political party. 

Not all extracurricular activities promote adult political in- 
volvement. For example, neither high school sports nor academic 
clubs enhance political socialization, whereas participation in 
student government, service organizations, debate teams, and 


duce election controversies, most notably the contested 2000 
presidential election settled by the intervention of the Supreme 
Court. Further, some observers criticize the news media for 
failing to adequately serve their crucial democratic functions 
of being a watchdog on the powerful and effectively inform- 
ing citizens about politics (McChesney and Nichols 2010). 
Others argue that cuts in spending for public education limit 
the teaching of critical thinking skills necessary for a well- 
informed citizenry in a democracy (Nussbaum 2010). In short, 
although the U.S. political system and broader political culture 
may be preferred to many others, it is far from the ideal por- 
trayed in children’s textbooks. 

As a result, many Americans are at best highly skeptical of 
the political process and political figures. Millions simply avoid 
politics and decline to vote. Ironically, the United States— 
which often prides itself on being a global symbol of freedom 
and democracy—typically has one of the lowest voter turnouts 
of any Western industrialized democracy (see Table 16.1). 
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Pee: drama and musical groups do. McFarland and 
Thomas (2006) explain, “Youth organiza- 
tions that demand student time commit- 
ments and that concern service, politi- 
cal activity, and public performance 
have the most significant, positive 
relation to long-term political par- 
ticipation” (p. 416). These organiza- 
tions encourage young people to 
develop valuable political knowl- 
edge, skills, and identities, includ- 
ing the ability to speak in public, 
knowledge of group processes, and 
a sense of community service. 


think about it 


1. Have you ever engaged in voluntary 
activities of the sort that appear to encourage 
political involvement? 


2. What other early socialization experiences do you think 
either encouraged or discouraged you from becoming involved in 
political life? 


Public Opinion and the 
“Spiral of Silence” 


In democratic political systems, the legitimacy of government 
is rooted in the idea that elected governments have public sup- 
port. But elections are only one measure of public support, and 
long periods—four years for U.S. presidential elections—often 
separate one election from the next. If the literal meaning of 
democracy is government by the people, how do the people 
“govern” between elections? 

One way is by expressing their opinions about the issues 
of the day. But talking about politics is not always easy, es- 
pecially for those with unpopular views. The spiral of si- 
lence is a theory that explains how people keep quiet about 
controversial issues when they think their opinions are not 
widely shared, in order to avoid social isolation (Noelle-Neu- 


man, 1974, 1993). 


—— thinking abouteylture 


In what ways might people with unpopular views become part of a subculture? Can you 
think of an example of such a subculture? How might this group make its views heard? 
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RL E 16. 1 COUNTRIES IN SELECT 
Voter Turnout’ 
Year (as a percentage 
Type (of of the voting-age 

Country (of election) election) population) 
Greece Parliamentary 2000 89% 
Belgium Parliamentary 2007 86% 

Italy Parliamentary 2001 85% 
Denmark Parliamentary 2001 84% 
Australia Parliamentary 2001 84% 
Sweden Parliamentary 2006 81% 
Spain Parliamentary 2004 80% 
France Presidential 2007 77% 
Norway Parliamentary 2005 77% 
Turkey Parliamentary 2007 74% 
Germany Parliamentary 2002 74% 
Portugal Parliamentary 2005 69% 
Ireland Parliamentary 2007 69% 
Russian 

Federation Presidential 2000 69% 
Japan Parliamentary 2005 67% 
Mexico Parliamentary 2006 64% 
Poland Presidential 2000 63% 

India Parliamentary 2004 61% 
Canada Parliamentary 2006 58% 
United 

Kingdom Parliamentary 2005 58% 
United States Presidential 2008 58% 
Luxembourg Parliamentary seen 57% 
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4» What factors do you think contribute to the relatively low 
voter turnout in the United States? Source: institute for Democracy 


and Electoral Assistance. 
Voter turnout is the highest reported turnout for a presidential or parliamen- 
tary election during the period 2000-2008. 


rN 
=>) Political activists speak out at a Tea Party event, vowing to hold 
elected officials accountable in the November elections. 


One comprehensive review of spiral of silence theory and 


research summarizes the five key dynamics of this process 


(Scheufele and Moy 2000): 
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Societies require some degree of agreement about basic 
values and goals and exert social pressure on individuals 
to agree, including an implicit threat of isolation for those 
who do not. 

As individuals develop their own opinions, they fear social 
isolation and seek to conform to what they see as the pre- 
vailing views in their community. 


. People monitor their environment, paying careful attention 


to the opinions of others as they try to decipher the most 
common opinions and future opinion trends. 


People are likely to express their opinions when they be- 
lieve their views are popular or rising in popularity. How- 
ever, when people believe their views are unpopular or 
declining in popularity, they are likely to be guarded and 
remain silent. 


“The tendency of the one to speak up and the other to be 
silent starts off a spiraling process which increasingly estab- 
lishes one opinion as the prevailing one” (Noelle-Neuman 


1974). 


The spiral of silence narrows public discussion by squeezing 


out minority views and overstating the degree of political con- 
sensus. Ihe media play an important role because people of 
ten look to media for indications of which views are currently 
popular. If they do not see their perspectives reflected there, 
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they are likely to believe that their views are marginal, making 
it more likely they will be quiet. 


Political Issues 
and Private Matters 


If politics is the social institution whereby societies make collec- 
tive decisions about priorities and policies, it matters a great deal 
what issues count as politics. A mixture of culture and power 
determines how a society defines politics. Feminist activists in 
the 1970s challenged traditional definitions of politics, arguing 
that “the personal is political” 
because power pervades all 
aspects of social life (Evans 
1980). In other words, pol- 
itics is not just about what 
happens in government 
but also includes many as- 
pects of our daily and per- 
sonal lives, such as the food 
we choose to buy and eat, 
the choices we make about the 
work we do, and the way we structure our personal relationships. 
Social theorist Nancy Fraser (1992) points out that one con- 
sequential question that reflects our political culture is what 
gets defined as “private” and therefore inappropriate for public 
discussion. A variety of issues—including child abuse, domes- 
tic violence, sexual orientation, and mental illness—were, until 
quite recently, considered private matters and excluded from 
politics. Political and cultural changes have transformed these 
into political issues to which public policy is attuned and about 
which public discussion is permissible. On the other hand, as- 
serting the right to have a private life—free of surveillance or 
intrusion—is itself a political position. Current debates about 
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on social theory 


Feminist theory and activism 
have been important in advancing 
the notion that the “personal is 
political.” How might actions in 
your personal life have political 
implications? 


the government's right to use surveillance on citizens, conduct 
searches at airports, and legislate personal behavior illustrate 
that the relationship between public and private is always being 
contested and involves power struggles, to which we now turn. 


Whoever makes the rules for a society gets to influence the 
direction of that society. In the United States today, do “the 
people” rule? Do “special interests”? Does someone else? Soci- 
ologists have long examined such issues of power, considering 
who takes part in politics and how government policies reflect 
this participation. 


Theories of Political Power: 
Pluralism, Elites, and Class 
Domination 


Three broad classic approaches help us understand the dis- 
tribution of political power in U.S. society. Pluralist theory 
argues that political power is fragmented among many different 
competing groups. Business owners, labor unions, teachers, 
retired people, gun owners, environmentalists, antiabortion 
advocates, and a host of other interests are represented by or- 
ganizations that try to influence public policy by educating 
the public, lobbying elected officials, and supporting sympa- 
thetic candidates. Developed mostly by political scientists and 
adopted by some functionalist sociologists, pluralism suggests 
that politics is a constant negotiation among these various in- 
terests and that policies change as one or another group gains 
more influence (Dahl 1961). 

In contrast, power elite theory suggests that 
political power is concentrated in the hands of a 
small dominant group of business, government, 
and military leaders. Developed by sociologist 
C. Wright Mills (1956), power elite theory is 
a form of conflict theory that argues power 
is heavily concentrated in the hands of those 
who head society’s major bureaucratic institu- 
tions: the very wealthy who own or control big 
business, politicians and bureaucrats who run 
government, and the military brass who head 
the United States’ military structure. Elites 
move back and forth among these three fields, 


G Masked women rally with male supporters in 
a demonstration against domestic violence in Ma- 
drid, Spain, during 2007’s International Women’s 
Day. Until recently, domestic violence in Spain 
was considered a “private” family affair, not the 
stuff of political action. 
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as when a military general leaves to become an executive for a 
defense contractor or when a banking executive becomes secre- 
tary of the Treasury. The flow of people among the three sectors 
helps solidify the power these elites have over the policies and 
budgets of their interlocking bureaucracies. According to power 
elite theory, ordinary citizens’ influence is minimal in the face 
of such concentrated power, except when elites disagree among 
themselves, opening the door to possible citizen influence. 

Class domination theory suggests that political power is con- 
centrated in the hands of the rich who own or control a large share 
of the nation’s economic resources. Based on the work of Karl 
Marx and adapted by modern interpreters (Domhoff 2009), 
class domination theory is a form of conflict theory that views 
the economic system as the ultimate source of power. Those 
who control this system—especially super-wealthy owners and 
executives of major corporate conglomerates—use their finan- 
cial clout to influence government by funding lobbyists, finan- 
cially supporting political campaigns, and bankrolling “astro- 
turf” campaigns that advance corporate goals through what 
appear to be grassroots citizen efforts. Corporate-owned media 
outlets also help to limit the range of political debate on news 
and other programs. These uses of economic resources under- 

mine the ability of ordinary citi- 
zens to significantly influ- 
ence the political system. 
Although efforts to rein 
in the power of the rich— 
through higher taxes and 
limits on campaign con- 
tributions, for example— 
are sometimes criticized as 
promoting “class warfare,” 
proponents of class domi- 
nation theory say that it’s 
actually the other way 
around—ordinary citizens 
are the real targets of class 
warfare. As investor Warren 
Buffett, one of the richest men in the country, once put it, dis- 
approvingly, “There’s class warfare, all right, but it’s my class— 
the rich class—that’s making war, and we're winning” (quoted 
in Stein 2006). 

Many sociologists would likely agree that the United States 
follows some aspects of the pluralist model, especially on issues 
that are not fundamentally economic, such as abortion, gay 
marriage, and gun control, where lively debates are pursued by 
various groups. But there is little doubt that elites wield dis- 
proportionate influence on political life, particularly economic 
affairs, though the precise nature and degree of this influence is 
a topic of ongoing study and debate. 


OT Lae ee Geeta, 


on social theory 


Both power elite and class 
domination theory—forms of 
conflict theory—argue that 
political power is not really in 

the hands of ordinary citizens, as 
pluralist theory suggests. Can you 
think of an example that seems to 
support such claims? Can you think 
of a situation in which ordinary 
citizens seem to have prevailed over 
powerful interests? 


Class Differences in Political 
Participation 


Societies with a healthy democratic political system have broad 
public participation in politics, even if only in elections. But 
more than in many other democracies, political participation 
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in the United States is stratified by class. Working-class and 
poor people are less likely to vote in the United States than are 
middle-class people (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). As 
we saw in Chapter 9, one likely reason is the absence of a strong 
labor or socialist party that can speak on behalf of working- 
class voters. All other Western democracies have such a party, 
and the class gap in voter turnout is considerably less in those 
countries. In contrast, both major parties in the United States 
are closely aligned with major corporate interests and depend 
heavily on their financial contributions. 

The political socialization of young people is another im- 
portant influence on political participation. Informed political 
discussion benefits from self-confidence, education, knowledge, 
and a time commitment, and these resources are not distrib- 
uted equally. Although a healthy democracy requires the inclu- 
sion of diverse perspectives from all sectors of society, research 
suggests that higher levels of education and income contrib- 
ute significantly to a sense of political competence (Jacobs and 
Skocpol 2007). Children from highly educated, wealthier, and 
higher-status families enjoy numerous advantages that encour- 
age and enable them to become involved in politics: their par- 
ents are more likely than working-class parents to participate 
in politics and to talk to their children about political activity; 
their teachers and school officials are more likely to encourage 
students to become involved in school and community activi- 
ties; and their peer networks are more likely to support interest 
and involvement in politics. People from poor or working-class 
backgrounds are less likely to perceive themselves as adequately 
prepared for political discussions and are less likely to be active 
in an arena that seems to reward the affluent. 


Campaign Contributions, 
Lobbying, and Policy 
Outcomes 


Class differences in political participation are even more pro- 
nounced in activities beyond voting. Not surprisingly, financial 
contributions—the lifeblood of political campaigns—come 
disproportionately from more affluent voters. The rich have 
more money to contribute. For example, the 2008 Obama 
presidential campaign touted its ability to use the Internet to 
generate contributions from small donors. In fact, only 24 per- 
cent of contributors gave less than $200 (nearly the same per- 
centage as in President George W. Bush’s campaign four years 
earlier), and a full 47 percent gave $1,000 or more, suggesting 
that more affluent citizens bankrolled the campaign to a degree 
typical of recent presidential campaigns (Malbin 2008). 

Once candidates are elected, money continues to be im- 
portant. Officials must immediately begin fundraising for re- 
election while lobbyists encourage lawmakers to vote in their 
client’s interests—often the same clients who make major cam- 
paign contributions. Although labor unions and single-issue 
groups engage in lobbying, the practice is dominated by the 
corporate sector (Figure 16.3). 

Campaign donations give donors and lobbyists unique ac- 
cess to elected officials, which they often parlay into special 
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a FIGURE 16.3 | LOBBYING EXPENDITURES BY SECTOR, 2010 


Business-sector spending on lobbyists far surpasses that of labor groups or single-issue organizations such as environmental, 
gay rights, or gun rights groups. Source: OpenSecrets.Org: Center for Responsive Politics 


assistance for projects that benefit them directly (Clawson et al 
1998). Consider the following examples: 


m Many industries, including oil, banking, and financial ser- 
vices industries, lobby for reduced government regulation. 
Inadequate regulation and lax enforcement contributed to 
both the BP gulf oil spill (Levitz 2010; National Commis- 
sion 2011) and the global financial crisis (Financial Crisis 
Inquiry Commission 2011). 


m Some observers see the taxpayer-funded bailout of big 
banks, financial institutions, and other companies as more 
evidence of the power of wealthy donors and lobbyists. 
Though the well-known TARP (Troubled Asset Relief 
Program) loans that bailed out banks were repaid, other 
lesser-known bailout programs will end up costing taxpay- 
ers many billions of dollars (ProPublica 2011; SourceWatch 
2010). 


m In response to pressure from lobbyists representing the 
health care and insurance industries, the 2009 health care 
reform law protected the interests of the health care and 
insurance industries by mandating that uninsured individ- 
uals buy insurance coverage from private companies rather 
than offering a government-run “public option” that advo- 
cates argued would have been more cost-effective (Eaton 
and Pell 2010). 


In addition, wealthy corporations and individuals lobby for 
lower tax rates and tax loopholes (Johnston 2005, 2007). In one 
dramatic example, the Boeing Corporation made $10 billion in 


domestic pretax profits between 2008 and 2010 (and received 
tens of billions of dollars in government contracts) but paid 
no federal corporate income taxes over those three years (Citi- 
zens for Tax Justice 2011). The 2010-2012 Obama-supported 
tax deal that extended Bush-era tax cuts added billions to the 
deficit, sending a disproportionate share of the savings to the 
wealthy, even though most people opposed this deal, with 56 
percent saying the bill did “too much for wealthy Americans” 
(CNN/Opinion Research Corporation 2010). (See Figure 16.4 
on the following page.) 

Considerable research suggests that the government is most 
responsive to the affluent classes. In one study of public opin- 
ion and government policy between 1981 and 2002, Martin 
Gilens (2005) focused on issues for which the policy prefer- 
ences of high-income people differed from those of middle- and 
low-income citizens. The inheritance tax, government-funded 
health care, and affirmative action are supported substantially 
more by those with modest incomes than by those with higher 
incomes. Gilens concluded that “government policy appears to 
be fairly responsive to the well-off and virtually unrelated to 
the desires of the low- and middle-income citizens” (p. 789). 


Inequality, Power, 
and Politics 


Connecting the dots between economic inequality, campaign 
finances, lobbying, and legislation, some critics argue that 
concentrated wealth is undermining democratic institutions 
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Average annual savings by income bracket, dollars 
Top 0.1% ($2,378,619+) 
Top 1% ($564,422+) 
95-99% ($212,885+) 
90-95% ($168,883+) 
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Top 20% ($104,551+) Pe $2,699 
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Second 20% ($17,837+) 
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AN FIGURE 16.4 | AVERAGE FEDERAL TAX SAVINGS BY INCOME GROUP, 2011 
The 2010 tax bill, which extended Bush-era tax cuts for two more years, gave the largest tax breaks (in dollars) to the wealth- 


iest taxpayers. Source: Tax Policy Center (201b). 


(Collins and Yeskel 2005). (See Figure 16.5.) Those with money 
use their resources to influence the political system, while those 
struggling to earn a living have little time to take part in the 
political process and no money to contribute. Because politi- 
cal parties and politicians speak to and respond mostly to the 
more afHuent, the less afluent often do not see political par- 


©) FIGURE 16.5 | INEQUALITY, 
POWER, AND POLITICS: A MODEL 


Economic inequality can endanger the 
health of a democracy—and unhealthy 
democracy can lead to greater inequal- 
ity. Source: Adapted from Collins and Yeskel 
(2005). Reprinted by permission of The New Press, 
www.thenewpress.com. 


CORE CONCEPTS 
CHALLENGE 


Do you think this model 
CG 


summarizes accurately the 

way political power works in 
contemporary U.S. politics? Why 
or why not? 


Power shifts further 
to large corporations 
and the wealthy. 


and wealthy families. 


Government changes rules 
to favor large corporations 


ticipation as a wise investment of time and energy. However, 
by opting out of the political process, the less affluent virtually 
guarantee that politicians and the government will continue to 
neglect their interests. The vacuum they leave makes it easier 
for powerful players to shape laws, rules, and regulations to 
benefit their own interests, some of which increase inequality. 


Rule changes contribute to 
greater economic inequality. 


The wealthy influence politics 
through campaign 
contributions and lobbying. 
Ordinary Americans face longer 
work hours, little money, and 
parties that ignore their needs. 


Economic pressures and 
an unresponsive political 
system contribute to 
relatively low popular 
political participation. 


Democracies, however, always contain 
within them the possibility for reform. As 
long as basic civil rights, such as freedoms of 
speech and assembly and the right to vote, re- 
main in place, citizens can promote change 
through the electoral process. If that process 
is not working properly, then social change 
can occur through the efforts of social move- 
ments that challenge authority outside the 
electoral system (Piven 2008). It remains to 
be seen whether and how citizens will act to 
reform our democracy in the coming years. 


Military 


Mao Zedong (1936/2010), the leader of the Communist Revo- 
lution in China, famously justified armed insurrection with the 
slogan, “Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun” (p. 
24). As Mao knew, war—organized armed conflict among two or 
more specially trained military groups—is often used to overcome 
opposition. Or as nineteenth-century German military theorist 
Carl von Clausewitz (1832/1976) put it, war is “the continua- 
tion of policy [or politics] by other means” (p. 87). 

Some sociologists argue that war is a permanent feature of 
modern societies, since preparing for war is now a routine and 
perpetual government activity. A sociological approach to war 
and the military includes a consideration of the military’s role 
in society and the socialization processes that create citizens 
who accept war and soldiers who fight it. 


The Rise of the National 
Security State 


During its first 125 years or so of existence—with the exception 
of the Civil War—the U.S. government kept a relatively small 
military force, even as it fought its way across the continent, ac- 
quiring new territories and subjugating indigenous peoples. At 
the end of the nineteenth century, when U.S. territory stretched 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific, some political leaders—most 
famously Theodore Roosevelt—wanted to continue expanding 
U.S. influence abroad. This goal required a much larger mili- 
tary, especially a modern navy that could project U.S. power 
overseas. The United States began building such a navy, and 
after its 1898 war with Spain, it quickly acquired colonies in the 
Philippines, Cuba, Guam, and Puerto Rico. Its time as a tradi- 
tional colonial power was short, however; armed insurrections 
and resistance movements forced the United States to give up 
most of its newly acquired colonies. But the growing U.S. mili- 
tary continued to play an ever larger role in society, expanding 
dramatically during the two world wars. 

After World War II ended, the United States maintained a 
military of unprecedented size as it engaged in the Cold War 
(1945-1989), an ongoing state of military tension among the 


a The distinctive Pentagon building, just outside of Washington, 
D.C., is the headquarters of the U.S. Department of Defense and 
the world’s largest office building, with a daily workforce of 24,000 
people. At the time of its construction at the start of World War Il, 
it was widely assumed that the building would be converted after 
the war to some peacetime use, perhaps as an archive or a hospital. 
Instead, the military never left (Vogel 2007). Does the military have 
a visible presence in your community? 


United States and the Soviet Union. Although these super- 
powers never directly engaged in war, the United States de- 
veloped a national security state, a government dominated by 
powerful military, foreign policy, and intelligence agencies. The 
key moment in the development of the national security state 
was the passage of the National Security Act of 1947. The act 
created the National Security Council to advise the president 
on foreign policy and the Central Intelligence Agency, which 
collects and analyses security information and engages in co- 
vert operations abroad. It also consolidated the military under 
the newly formed Department of Defense, headquartered at 
the recently built Pentagon (Hogan 1998). 

The national security state is not monolithic. Debates often 
exist within its circles about the proper priorities and allocation 
of resources. But as a whole it wields enough power to influ- 
ence major economic and political policy decisions and pri- 
orities. In the eyes of critics, the national security state has an 
unhealthy preoccupation with foreign and domestic enemies 
that distorts economic and political policy decisions and pri- 
orities. For example, military spending receives priority well 
beyond the amount needed to ensure territorial security (Grei- 
der 1999, 2010). Intelligence-gathering capacities have been 
used in ways that critics contend violate basic democratic val- 
ues, since they involve secrecy, surveillance, and limits on civil 
liberties at home and often occur without public knowledge or 
review (Cole and Dempsey 2006; Etzioni 2004). 

The rise of the national security state was part of a broader 
change in which the U.S. military grew much more powerful, 
enjoying unprecedented peacetime funding, and the federal 
government increasingly defined international affairs in mili- 
tary terms. In his farewell speech to the nation in 1961, out- 
going Republican president (and supreme commander of the 
Allied Forces during World War II) Dwight D. Eisenhower 
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warned of the growth of a military establishment and arms 
industry, cautioning that “in the councils of government, we 
must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, 
whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial com- 
plex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power 
exists and will persist.” 

Eisenhower's warnings were extraordinary, given that they 
came from an army general, but they were not new. C. Wright 
Mills (1956), in his analysis The Power Elite, had already docu- 
mented the rise of military influence in political life, the de- 
clining influence of civilian diplomats, the growing impact of 
military spending on the economy, and the influential role of 
military money and priorities on research on university cam- 
puses. Mills observed that “the professional military believe 
firmly in the military definition of world reality and . . . are 
genuinely frightened for their country” (p. 202). With their 
growing influence, military leaders were able to promote these 
fears and definitions of reality, thereby helping to transform 
the United States into a more militarized society. 


Military Funding 


The United States is bounded by oceans on both the east and 
west coasts and shares its northern and southern borders with 
close allies, making it among the most geographically safe 
countries in the world. Yet, since the middle of the twentieth 
century, it has maintained the most powerful military in the 
world, on which it spends far more than any other country (See 
Figure 16.6.) The United States in 2010 accounted for about 
43 percent of the world’s $1.63 trillion in military spending 
(Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 2011) and 
devoted nearly 60 percent of its federal discretionary budget to 
military spending (Figure 16.7). 
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a FIGURE 16.7 | U.S. DISCRETIONARY SPENDING, 2011 
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a FIGURE 16.6 | GLOBAL MILITARY SPENDING, 2010 

The United States spends as much on its military as almost all other 
countries combined spend on theirs. Source: Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute [SIPRI] (2011). 

* = SIPRI estimate. 


Much of the United States’ military spending is devoted to 
projecting power worldwide. In addition to military sites in 
all fifty states, the U.S. Department of Defense (2009) counts 
121 sites in seven U.S. territories, and 737 sites in thirty-eight 
foreign countries, including Germany (235), Japan (123), and 
South Korea (87) (see Map 16.2). No other country comes 
close to maintaining this type of global military presence. 
What's more, the U.S. military owns so much property—more 
than 539,000 buildings and other structures on almost 30 mil- 
lion acres of land across the globe—that it may be the largest 
property owner on the planet (U.S. Department of Defense 
2009). 
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Most U.S. discretionary spending is used on the military, far surpassing the amount spent on education, the environment, 
and public welfare. Discretionary spending is the portion of the federal budget that must be allocated each year. It does not 
include dedicated trust funds, such as Social Security and Medicare, which are paid largely from payroll taxes, not income 


taxes. Source: National Priorities Project (2010). 
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"46 countries with no USS. military presence 


3 M156 countries with U.S. troops 


M63 countries with U.S. military bases and troops 


AN MAP 16.2 | U.S. ARMED FORCES AROUND THE WORLD 


BB 7 countries with 13 new U.S. military bases since 9/11/2001. 


The U.S. has, by far, the greatest global military presence of any country. Source: U.S. Department of Defense (2009). 


The Politics of Fear 
and Civil Liberties 


Ironically, massive U.S. military spending intended to promote 
security has long been accompanied by a deep sense of fear and 
insecurity among many citizens. The postwar arms race between 
the United States and the former Soviet Union raised concern that 
nuclear annihilation could occur at any moment and that com- 
munism threatened U.S. democratic freedoms. With the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the 2001 attacks on 9/11, terror- 
ists have replaced communists as the perceived threat to security. 

Echoing some of the “spiral of silence” analysis, Altheide 
(2006) argues that a “politics of fear” characterizes contem- 
porary life. People are often afraid to disagree publicly with 
authorities’ views and policies. Instead they remain silent to 
avoid being labeled naive, foolish, or unpatriotic. Altheide sug- 
gests that news coverage defining the world as dangerous and 
unpredictable intensifies this politics of fear. 


News and the Politics of Fear 


Fear can lead people to take actions that they otherwise would 
not consider, including accepting policies that threaten civil 
liberties and jeopardize basic democratic principles in the name 


of security. As we saw in Chapter 10, thousands of Asian Amer- 
icans were sent to internment camps during World War II. 
During the Cold War, the FBI monitored the peaceful political 
activities of citizens; schools and other institutions demanded 
“loyalty oaths” as a condition of employment (some of which 


Source: © www.cartoonstock.com 
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Despite unrivaled spending on the military, U.S. citizens have 
long been plagued by a sense of fear and insecurity. In the 
1950S and 1960s, fear of communism led to military action 
abroad and a clampdown on political freedom at home. In 
the 2000s, terrorism became the reason for wars abroad and 
surveillance at home. 
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are still required today); and a congressional committee—the 
House Un-American Activities Committee—questioned pub- 
lic figures about their political views and loyalty. Many of these 
activities are now recognized as misguided efforts that under- 
mined basic civil liberties. 

But the 2001 USA Patriot Act, adopted after 9/11, included 
a range of new government policies meant to fight terrorism, 
including wiretapping phone lines without a warrant; col- 


lecting information about citizens’ phone calls, e-mail, finan- 
cial data, and health records; and detaining immigrants with- 
out criminal charges. In just a few years, these policies have 
been used against tens of thousands of U.S. citizens and many 
more foreign visitors. So far, most have accepted them as a 
trade-off between security and liberty. 


Socialization for War 


The United States has engaged in wars and military actions 
for much of the past seventy years, including World War I 
(1941-1945), the Korean War (1951-1953), the Vietnam War 
(1960-1975), Panama (1989), the Persian Gulf war (1991), 
Bosnia-Herzegovina (1999), the Iraq war (2003-—current), and 
Afghanistan (2001—current). This partial list does not include 
countless covert CIA operations, smaller bombing runs and 
missile attacks, and other displays of military strength. U.S. 
citizens have grown accustomed to living in a nation that is 
usually at war. 


PREPARING CITIZENS TO ACCEPT WAR 
Responding to this near-continuous engagement, U.S. culture 
encourages citizens to affirm their support for military actions 
and to revere the soldiers who fight them. Soldiers are honored 
in the media and with monuments, memorials, museums, na- 
tional holidays, and countless “Support our troops” car mag- 
nets. School textbooks often mark the progress of history in 
relationship to the start or end of a war. Socialization for war 
encourages citizens to accept, even actively support, military 
action. In many European nations, in contrast, after the dev- 
astations of two world wars fought partially on European soil, 
military values have much less appeal (Sheehan 2008). (For 
efforts to promote a culture of peace, see the Sociology Mat- 
ters box.) 


TRAINING CITIZENS TO FIGHT Citizens may 
be socialized to support wars, but soldiers must learn how 
to fight them, typically beginning with “basic training” or 
“boot camp.” In addition to developing physical fitness, in- 
tensive basic training resocializes young people to behave in 
ways that contradict much of what they have already learned 
(Dyer 2004). Raised in a culture that emphasizes freedom 
and individuality, recruits must learn to obey their com- 
manding officers, follow orders unquestioningly, work as part 
of a unit, suppress their emotions, and kill as a normal job 
requirement. 

To achieve this transformation, recruits, usually young, 
are taken away from mainstream society and kept in relative 
isolation for a number of weeks. Their individual identity is 
stripped away through the use of standardized close-cropped 
haircuts, identical clothing and gear, and collective barracks 
with no privacy. The recruits are then subjected to just enough 
physical and mental stress to wear them down, while—in the 


thinking abouteylture 


Have you or someone you know experienced basic training? What did the experience 
suggest about the differences between civilian and military culture? 


SOCIOLOGY Matters 


Peace Studies 


f peace is widely valued, then why do we so rarely study how 

to achieve and maintain it? That question animates peace 

studies, a multidisciplinary field that was founded with the 

significant input and insight of sociologists. In its various 
forms, peace studies seeks alternatives to violence and promotes 
conflict resolution and social justice. These efforts include many 
campus-based programs, collaborations between activists and 
academics through professional associations such as the Peace 
and Justice Studies Association in the United States and the 
International Peace Research Association, and real-world imple- 
mentation of the ideas developed in peace studies through the 
United Nations and nongovernmental organizations. 

Perhaps the best known founder of peace studies is Norwe- 
gian sociologist Johan Galtung, who has spent more than fifty 
years studying, teaching about, and promoting peace, becoming 
an internationally known advocate of innovative methods of non- 
violent conflict resolution. Galtung helped to create the Interna- 
tional Peace Research Institute in Oslo in 1959 and later started 
the Journal of Peace Research, which became an arena for an on- 
going global conversation about the causes of war and violence, 
strategies of peace-building and nonviolence, and approaches to 
peace education. 

Galtung’s (1996, 2000) work reflects a sociological orienta- 
tion to peace and conflict, incorporating a structural analysis of 
violence, considering the forms of inequality that often underlie 
war, and highlighting the capacity of human action to create a 
more just society. His work has included an emphasis on the im- 
portance of building a culture of peace, in which primary agents 
of socialization—parents, schools, media—promote values, atti- 
tudes, and behaviors that emphasize nonviolence, human rights, 
and social justice. Instructors in peace studies courses often 
teach military personnel and tackle these cultural issues, recog- 
nizing and respecting military experience, but questioning the 
idea of “defense” and assumptions that violence is the inevitable 
focus of defense policies (Page 2007). 

For Galtung, violence is more than just acts of physical brutal- 
ity; it includes what he calls “structural violence,” the underlying 


social conditions of inequality and injustice that prevent people 
from achieving their full potential and that often lead to direct 
physical violence. Likewise, peace is more than just the absence 
of overt conflict (what he dubs “negative peace”); it is the exis- 
tence of social justice (“positive peace”). 

Galtung’s work, like that of many other peace researchers, 
extends beyond the university. He has been involved in over 
120 mediations in dozens of countries, including Afghanistan, 
Colombia, Israel and the Palestinian Territories, Kashmir, Korea, 
Northern Ireland, Rwanda, and Sri Lanka, often with positive 
results. For example, his mediation was central to the resolution 
of a border conflict between Peru and Ecuador that had led to 
war three times previously. He has worked as a consultant to the 
United Nations on a wide range of peace-building and peace- 
keeping projects, and he even wrote the training manual Conflict 
Transformation by Peaceful Means for the UN Disaster Manage- 
ment Training Programme (Galtung 2000). Since 1993, Galtung 
has been director of TRANSCEND, a network of like-minded 
colleagues from more than eighty countries who work with him 
to mediate conflict and provide training in conflict resolution, 
nonviolence, and reconciliation (transcend.org). 

In a recent book, dedicated “to a country | love, the United 
States of America,” Galtung (2009) argues that the United States 
as a global power (what he calls the U.S. Empire), is unraveling, 
like other empires before it, as its reliance on the military to 
achieve economic and political ends proves increasingly econom- 
ically burdensome and politically ineffective. But Galtung sees 
this as an opportunity for the United States as a nation (what he 
calls the U.S. Republic) to blossom, relieved from the burdens of 
empire. 


think about it 


1. How might our culture give greater priority to promoting peace? 


2. Do you agree with Galtung that the United States has an 
opportunity to blossom by refocusing from projecting power 
abroad toward caring for domestic needs? Why or why not? 
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U.S. services—enabling about 90 percent to successfully com- 
plete basic training. 

Adopting military culture can come at a cost, though. The 
traumatic events soldiers sometimes experience in combat, 
combined with the ongoing stress caused by lengthy deploy- 
ments and separation from family, create enormous strains for 
many, resulting in mental health issues and suicides. The mili- 
tary lifestyle also tends to create distinct new identities for sol- 
diers, some of whom find it difficult to reintegrate into civilian 
life after their service is over; substance abuse, posttraumatic 
stress disorders, and other psychological difficulties are persis- 
tent problems for some (Alvarez 2009b). 


Social Inequality 
and the Military 


The military is a social institution with its own traditions, val- 
ues, norms and organizational structure (Siebold 2001). But it 
is also influenced by issues found in broader society, including 
social inequality. 


RACE, GENDER, AND SEXUAL ORIENTA- 
TION IN THE MILITARY The clash between the 


ideal of fighting for freedom and the reality of inequality in 
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the United States has always been especially stark in the mili- 
tary. African American soldiers, for example, fought overseas 
in World War II against the ideology of racial supremacy in 
Nazi Germany, only to return home to racial segregation in the 
United States. Like other social institutions at the time, the 
military was a bastion of racist behaviors and policies. But 
the military is a unique institution in that authority within it is 
intensely enforced from the top down, and, as a consequence, 
it is able to introduce and enforce new ideas and behaviors. 

In 1948—long before the peak of the civil rights movement— 
President Truman issued an executive order to begin a swift 
process of racial integration in the military. Since then, the 
military has often taken the lead in promoting progressive ra- 
cial policies, making it a particularly attractive career choice 
for African Americans, Latinos, and other minorities who face 
continuing discrimination in civilian employment. 

Women and gays and lesbians have had a more mixed expe- 
rience. The military first excluded women and then grudgingly 
allowed them entry to an often hostile “macho” environment 
in which sexism and sexual violence remain major concerns to 
this day. The pressure to avoid being either too feminine (de- 
fined as soft and unprepared for military life) or too masculine 
(therefore not womanly) makes the military a site of ongoing 
negotiation for women (Herbert 2000). 

The military has lagged behind changes in the broader so- 
ciety in its treatment of lesbian and gay soldiers. The military 
banned gays and lesbians until 1993, when it adopted a “don’t 
ask, don’t tell” policy that allowed them to serve as long as they 
kept their sexual orientation a secret. Studies in Canada (which 
changed its policy in 1992), Israel (1993), and Great Britain 
(2000) found that, contrary to some military leaders’ beliefs, 
the inclusion of gay and lesbian soldiers does not undermine 
morale or degrade military performance (Belkin and Evans 
2000; Belkin and Levitt 2001; Belkin and McNichol 2000). 
The “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy was repealed in 2010, and 
gays and lesbians may now serve openly. 
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CLASS AND MILITARY SERVICE Class distinc- 


tions have long marked military service in the United States. 
The nation’s first national mandatory service (known as con- 
scription or the draft) was instituted—and fiercely resisted— 
during the Civil War when both North and South allowed 
wealthy citizens to avoid service by hiring substitutes. In World 
War I substitutes were not allowed, but biased local draft 
boards sent a disproportionate number of poor and working- 
class people to war (Keith 2003). In World War II a more eq- 
uitable lottery system was used, but during Vietnam class bias 
returned in the form of exemptions for college students, who 
were disproportionately middle and upper class. In 1973 the 
U.S. government ended required military service and insti- 
tuted an all-volunteer force (Janowitz and Moskos 1979). 

The military does not keep data on the family income of its 
recruits, but some studies suggest that the all-volunteer mili- 
tary draws disproportionately from working-class and lower- 
middle-class families; the poor (who often cannot meet the 
entry requirements), the upper middle class, and especially 
the wealthy are underrepresented (National Priorities Project 
2009). To attract recruits who have limited job prospects and 
cannot afford a college education, the military highlights its 
education and training programs. Recruitment is considerably 
easier in periods of economic recession (Alvarez 2009a). Thus 
class inequality continues to mark the all-volunteer force. 

In its recruitment of labor, the military has also adopted a 
strategy from the civilian sector: outsourcing. Civilian employ- 
ees of private companies are taking on an increasingly prom- 
inent role in military affairs. In 2007, for example, approxi- 
mately 160,000 U.S. soldiers were in Iraqg—but so were more 
than 180,000 civilian contractors (Miller 2007). Contractors 
in Iraq and Afghanistan carried out a variety of jobs, includ- 
ing building roads and training new Iraqi military and police 
forces. They were also hired to interrogate prisoners, linking 
them to cases of alleged torture and abuse of those prisoners, 
and to serve as “private security forces,” protecting military 
installations, guarding prominent individu- 
als, and escorting supply convoys. These con- 
tractors had immunity from Iraqi laws even 
- when, as in one case, the Iraqi government 
accused a private security convoy of “deliber- 
ate murder” (Glanz and Rubin 2007). Such 
incidents produced considerable hostility 
from locals toward what were sometimes 
seen as mercenary troops-for-hire. Trouble 
continued once contractors returned home, 
because they were not eligible for the benefits 
or medical care that regular soldiers receive. 
As one injured contractor put it, “It’s almost 
like we're this invisible, discardable military” 
(ProPublica.2010). 
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G An all-volunteer military provides employ- 
ment opportunities, especially for working-class 
and lower-middle-class people who have fewer 
options. Given this economic bias, do you think 
an all-volunteer system is fair? 


Some sociologists have argued that the shift to an all- 
volunteer military has changed military service gradually from 
a widely shared experience to a specialized occupation isolated 
from civilian society (Siebold 2001). The reliance on a small 
“soldier class” to carry out military duties has also had political 
consequences. It makes troops less likely to actively oppose a 
war (as draftees during the Vietnam War commonly did) and, 
by eliminating the risk of being drafted, may reduce civilian 
opposition to wars. Perhaps most important, if children of the 
more affluent and powerful are not a major component of the 
military, government officials may be less hesitant to put troops 
in harm’s way. 


Terrorism as a Political 
Strategy 


Today, the most widely discussed threat facing the military is 
terrorism. There is no universally accepted definition of terror- 
ism, in part because it encompasses a wide range of activities, 
organizations, circumstances, and beliefs (Tilly 2004b). 

The U.S. government, for instance, defines terrorism as 
“politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncomba- 
tant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents” (Perl 
2006, 5). Thus it reserves the terrorism label for political acts 
(not the random violence of a psychopath, for example) that 
direct violence at civilian (noncombatant) targets. But the gov- 
ernment definition makes the highly contested claim that only 
“subnational groups” can be terrorists; governments cannot. 

In reality, however, many governments throughout history— 
from the Soviet government under Joseph Stalin to Saddam 
Hussein’s regime in Iraq—have used political violence against 
civilians at home and abroad. Even the United States has tar- 
geted civilian populations. For example, in World War II it 
tried to break the enemy’s will to fight by targeting civilians 
in Germany (by firebombing cities) and in Japan (by dropping 
atomic bombs on two major cities). Indeed, political violence 
was first described as “terror” during the French Revolution 
(1789-1799), when the revolutionary government executed 
thousands of French civilians, often by guillotine, in what be- 
came known as the “reign of terror.” State terrorism, then, is 
political violence directed at civilians by governments. 

Sociologist Austin Turk (2004, 273) usefully defines ter- 
rorism as “the deliberate targeting of more or less randomly 
selected victims whose deaths and injuries are expected to 
weaken the opponent’s will to persist in a political conflict.” 
Combining this with the U.S. government's definition, we can 
say terrorism is politically motivated violence that intentionally 
targets noncombatants. 

Labels are important. When we identify an act of violence 
as terrorism, we are providing a powerful interpretation of 
it. We typically apply the label terrorist to groups we oppose, 
while we fail to see that our allies and our own government 
have used strategies that could be labeled as terrorism. 

Terrorism is neither new nor rare, but the technology avail- 
able to inflict terrorist violence is now more readily available 
to more disparate parties. As a consequence, even the over- 
whelming conventional military might of the world’s only 


superpower cannot guarantee the safety of its citizens. In this 
new era, conflict is likely to require diplomatic and political 
solutions, rather than just military ones. 

While governments are clearly concerned about their citi- 
zens’ physical security, they must help ensure their economic 
security, as well. We turn now to a consideration of the econ- 
omy as a social institution and to the government’s influence 
on economic life. 


We have already considered topics related to the economy, such 
as class inequality (Chapter 9), the world of work (Chapter 13), 
consumerism (Chapter 14), and the connection between types 
of communities and the economy (Chapter 15). Here we focus 
on the social nature of the economy and the role of government 
in relation to economic affairs. 


The Economy as an Evolving 
Social Institution 


The economy is a social institution that includes a society's pro- 
duction, distribution, and consumption of goods and services. Like 
other aspects of social life, economies are neither “natural” nor 
inevitable; they are created through human action and vary 
considerably over time and across cultures. 

Because they are socially constructed, there are many types 
of economies. In Chapter 15, we traced the evolution of econo- 
mies from those based on hunting and gathering to today’s 
information-based economies. As the name suggests, Aunter- 
gatherer societies obtained food and other materials by hunting 
animals and gathering seeds, roots, fruits, and other foodstuffs. 
Often these were collective efforts in which nearly the entire 
community took part, sharing resources and serving as a single 
economic unit. This arrangement was an economy, though it 
lacked many of the elements we associate with today’s wage- 
based economies, such as markets, buyers, sellers, and wages. 
When a hunter’s kill was divided among community members, 
or when coastal dwellers exchanged some of their fish catch for 
the skins of animals taken by hunters living inland, these trans- 
actions had as much to do with establishing and affirming social 
bonds as they did with gaining access to goods (Polyani 1977). 

Later, when plants and livestock became domesticated, pav- 
ing the way for agricultural and pastoral economies, the family 
became the primary economic unit. Family members, includ- 
ing children, typically worked together on land they owned, 
shared, or sharecropped for landowners to produce food and 
other goods for use, trade, or sale. The family was the center of 
both work and consumption, in a model that still dominates in 
many parts of the world today. 

When industrialization expanded in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, economic life became increasingly separated—culturally 
and physically—from other aspects of social life. People left 
their homes and families to earn wages in workplaces where 
social relationships were not tied to family or personal links. 
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Home was now associated with consumption, and work with 
production. 

Modern economies came increasingly to rely on the cor- 
poration, a business that is treated legally as an entity sepa- 
rate from its owners. Corporations have many of the rights 
of individuals—including the right to make contracts, incur 
debt, and engage in political speech—but their owners are not 
responsible for the corporation’s obligations and liabilities and 
so corporations are able to take more risks. This has enabled 
corporations to grow substantially. Today, many are huge muI- 
tinational (or transnational) corporations with facilities spread 
across the globe, rather than being in just one country. 


The Social Economy 


Regardless of the type of economy, politics and culture affect 
economic life just as economic conditions influence politics 
and culture (Holton 1992). Economic activities are inherently 
social activities requiring interaction, cooperation, coordina- 
tion, and exchanges among individuals, organizations, and 
even governments. Max Weber (1949/2011) coined the term so- 
cial economics to emphasize this connection between social and 
economic life, a connection we can view in relation to social 
cohesion, to culture, and to other social institutions. 


ECONOMIES AND SOCIAL COHESION First, 


economic life is social because economic relationships can take 
place only with a level of trust. As we saw in Chapter 1, Durkheim 
argued that social cohesion is necessary for the maintenance of a 
well-functioning society, and this applies to economic life. Eco- 
nomic agreements—to purchase something, to provide a service, 
to pay for labor—will succeed only if the parties can trust each 
other to follow through. That is, a social relationship must exist 
prior to the economic relation- 
ship. Generalized trust— 
sometimes called precon- 
tractual solidarity—assures 
us that obligations will be 
honored and disputes re- 
solved to allow economic 
life to proceed smoothly. 
Thus when social relation- 
ships collapse, as in war and 
civil unrest, economies often 
collapse, as well. 


Ose liea LanG Heal 


on social theory 


As Durkheim—whose ideas 

helped form the structural- 
functionalist tradition—saw, 

the trust that results from social 
cohesion is needed for an economy 
to function effectively. How is trust 
a part of your economic life? 


ECONOMIES AND CULTURE 4 second reason 


economic life is social is that economies are embedded within 
and reflect the cultural values of a society (Granovetter 1985). 
For example, our society discourages the marketing of crack 
cocaine and child pornography, even though they are often 
profitable ventures, because cultural values outweigh the op- 
portunity for economic gain. Different cultures also value dif- 
ferent features of economic life. In recent years, the United 
States has emphasized “free trade” and “free market” principles 
that encourage the relative autonomy of the economic sphere 
and a highly individualistic competitive economy. Other soci- 
eties focus more on freedom from want, directing the economy 


toward meeting collective human needs such as more equal ac- 
cess to good schools, housing, and health care. In either case, 
economic priorities and policies are being filtered through 
broader cultural values. (A sociologist whose work focuses on 
freedom from want is featured in the Sociology Works box.) 


ECONOMIES AND OTHER SOCIAL INSTITU- 
TIONS A third reason economic life is social is that the 
economy is intertwined with other social institutions. We saw 
in Chapter 13 how education and work are often closely con- 
nected. Another especially important relationship exists be- 
tween the government and the economy. 

Here is a simple example. Imagine you and some friends 
start a small business making accessories for cell phones and 
MP3 players. Being independent-minded entrepreneurs, you 
want to run your business your own way, without government 
interference. However, ironically, the very existence of your 
business and its success depend on government intervention 
and assistance at every step of the way: 


m The government produces deeds and titles certifying the 
ownership of your building and the land it is on. (If you 
rent, your lease agreement complies with government regu- 
lations protecting both landlord and tenant.) 


& A police force monitors and enforces your property rights, 
and firefighters help lower your risk of loss due to fire. 


m A legal system provides a mechanism (courts) for settling 
disputes and enforcing your contracts. 


m The government issues and enforces trademark protection 
for your company’s name and logo. Copyright law protects 
some of the designs you use on your merchandise, and 
patents protect your innovative products. 


m Public utilities commissions manage access to rights-of-way 
for power lines, water pipes, and fiber optic cables through 
public spaces, making available the power you purchase 
from the electric company and other services. 


m A government-financed system of roads and airports en- 
ables you to ship products anywhere. 


m Government-issued currency enables you to carry out your 
business. 


Because all contemporary economies depend on govern- 
ment intervention of one sort or another, the real question isn’t 
whether the government will be involved in the economy but 
rather how and to what extent. Different societies answer these 
questions in ways that result in different economic systems. 


Systems 


Capitalism and socialism have been the modern world’s two 
dominant economic systems. Here we take a basic look at the ide- 
alized theory behind each system (see Table 16.2 on page 456 for 
a summary); then, following this section, we consider the more 
complex economic conditions that exist in the real world. 
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Mark Nord and Food Security 


s an undergraduate, Mark 

Nord studied electronics 

and aviation, topics far 

removed from sociol- 
ogy. But after being a bush 
pilot in Indonesia and Central 
America, where he observed 
the impact of technology on 
local cultures and people, he 
went to graduate school to 
study rural sociology. Nord 
brought his new training to 
the U.S. Department of Ag- 
riculture (USDA), where he 
and his colleagues study the 
degree to which households 
have consistent access to ad- 
equate food, the economic and social condition scholars describe 
as food security. The USDA defines food insecurity as “limited or 
uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods or 
limited or uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially 
acceptable ways.” Each year, working with data from the Census 
Bureau, Nord and his colleagues analyze the results of a national 
survey of about 50,000 households that asks a range of ques- 
tions on household access to food and spending on food. Their 
analysis appears as an annual report, “Household Food Security 
in the United States.” Nord and his colleagues 
found that, in 2009, 14.7 percent of U.S. 
households (17.4 million) experienced 
food insecurity (Nord et al. 2010). 

Nord’s work serves as a helpful tool 
for the development of social policy 
aimed at combating food insecurity. Nord 
once learned that a congressional com- 
mittee working on a bill related to nutrition 
programs cited his new data just a few hours after they were 
released. As he says, “It makes a researcher want to be really sure 
that the numbers are right and that their meaning is correctly 
explained and understood!” 
Although his focus is food security, Nord sees the applicability 

of sociology everywhere. “The sociological insight—that real- 
ity is, to a large extent, socially created—has proved useful for 


Mark Nord 
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Capitalism in Theory 


Capitalism is an economic system that emphasizes private own- 
ership of the means of production, which are operated for profit. 
Under capitalism, businesses and industries that produce and 
sell goods and services are owned privately, either directly or 
indirectly (through stock ownership). These businesses seek to 
generate profit for their owners by selling goods and services at 


“Watch. Listen,” he 
advises. “You will see reality 
being created right before 
your eyes.” 


¢ 


~ 


"Food insecurity below U.S, average 


® Food insecurity near U.S. average 


MB Food insecurity above U.S. average 


AN MAP 16.3 | FOOD INSECURITY IN THE UNITED STATES, 


2008-2010 


Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service (2011). 


understanding human interactions ranging 
from family get-togethers to policy de- 
bates in the halls of Congress.” 


think about it 


1. Have you or has anyone you know 
experienced food insecurity? 


2. How is food insecurity related to economic security? 


RII 


a price higher than the cost of producing them. Profits are the 
incentive for companies to be innovative and efficient. By pro- 
viding a product or service many consumers want and keeping 
costs as low as possible, owners can maximize their profit. The 
profit incentive drives the capitalist system; profit is the yard- 
stick by which success is measured. 

Capitalism relies on competitive markets to operate suc- 
cessfully. Ideally, informed consumers get to choose between 
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IDEAL CHARACTERISTICS OF 
MAJOR ECONOMIC SYSTEMS 


"TABLE 16.2 


Capitalism Socialism 


Major means of Owned privately Owned publicly 


production 

Driving incentive Personal profit Public good 
Economic Markets Government 
structure planning 


multiple providers who compete to offer the best product at 
the best price. Collectively, these purchasing choices decide the 
fate of various products and businesses. Meanwhile, workers 
look for jobs that offer the best wages, benefits, and conditions, 
and employers try to attract the talent they need at the lowest 
possible cost. The system as a whole emphasizes individual free- 
dom: of owners to operate their business, consumers to make 
choices in purchasing, and workers to choose employment. 


Socialism in Theory 


Socialism is an economic system that emphasizes public own- 
ership of the major means of production, which are operated to 
meet human needs and promote social justice. Major industries— 
energy production, communications, banking, health care, 
and the like—are publicly owned through the government. 
(Smaller businesses providing retail consumer goods and ser- 
vices may be privately owned.) Ideally, instead of focusing on 
generating profits for owners, these state-owned industries 
meet basic human needs by making essential goods and ser- 
vices available to all citizens. Free or subsidized public goods 
and services can include health care, education, housing, day 
care, public transportation, and other essentials. These are paid 
for, in part, through a system of progressive taxation (which 
taxes higher incomes at a higher rate), thereby limiting eco- 
nomic inequality. 

A socialist system relies on government to coordinate key 
economic functions. Since they are nonprofit and able to elimi- 
nate the wasteful costs of marketplace competition (advertis- 
ing, duplication of services and administrative bureaucracy, 
excessive executive salaries, and so on), well-functioning social- 
ist governments can help to meet basic needs efficiently. Be- 
cause they make major economic decisions in the name of the 
public good to promote social justice, they can take into ac- 
count the collective benefits of labor rights and environmental 
protection, for example, rather than just their costs for indi- 
vidual private firms. The system as a whole emphasizes the col- 
lective good by directing resources to meet basic human needs. 

Often confused with socialism, communism can refer to 
both an economic and a political system. Economically, com- 
munism is an egalitarian system in which property is owned 
collectively and class inequality is nonexistent. Some simple 
hunter-gatherer societies can be considered a form of primitive 


communism, but no modern economies have been truly com- 
munist. Politically, communism is a system associated with 
Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin, in which an elite po- 
litical party supposedly leads the nation toward an egalitarian 
(thus communist) future. The Soviet Union and China were 
communist societies in the political sense—led by a commu- 
nist party—but not in the economic sense—a classless society 
with collective ownership of the means of production. 

The reality of capitalism and socialism is more complicated 
than the simple economic theories we have-just outlined. Nei- 
ther system has worked in the way economic theory suggests, 
in part because economies are affected by broad social forces, 
especially inequalities in power. 


Capitalism in Reality 


Capitalism has proven very successful at unleashing productiy- 
ity and innovation. A competitive marketplace motivates pro- 
ducers to search constantly for new goods and services to offer 
consumers, promoting innovation and reacting quickly to new 
market conditions and needs. Pursuing higher profits by lower- 
ing costs motivates producers to look constantly for ways to be 
more efficient and productive. 

“Free-market” capitalist theory argues that governments 
should ensure the conditions necessary for businesses to oper- 
ate and then leave them free to function as they see fit (which 
is why it is also called /aissez-faire capitalism (laissez-faire is 
French for “leave alone”). Free-market adherents often oppose 
labor, environmental, and consumer protections, all of which 
add to the cost of doing business. 

Nineteenth-century industrial capitalism is probably the 
closest we have come to a fully free-market system, and in many 
ways it was a disaster. One problem is that without govern- 
ment intervention and regulation, unfettered capitalism tends 
to produce a concentration of enormous wealth and power in 
the hands of a small elite who can then use that power to pre- 
vent others from competing fairly, thus undermining the very 


- premise of a capitalist system. Shrewd late-nineteenth-century 


U.S. industrialists—“captains of industry” to their admirers— 
became more commonly known as “robber barons” for their 
unscrupulous business behavior. They used their early success 
to build “trusts,” powerful companies that unfairly forced out 
competitors and monopolized key industries, including rail- 
roads (Cornelius Vanderbilt), steel making (Andrew Carnegie), 
and oil (John D. Rockefeller). These industrialists then used 
their resources to help undermine democracy by financing 
political campaigns and improperly influencing government 
decision-making. As a result, government provided them with 
special favors and enormous giveaways of public resources such 
as vast tracts of land for building commercial railroads. 

While producing great wealth for a few in a period during 
the late nineteenth century known as the Gilded Age, this sys- 
tem also produced enormous hardship and poverty for many. 
Powerful industrialists often subjected their workers to gru- 
eling working conditions, including twelve-hour workdays, 
six days a week, for poverty wages. Exhaustion coupled with 
inadequate safety equipment often made work deadly. Steel 
mill workers were sometimes roasted alive in spills of molten 


metal. Workers—sometimes children—were decapitated or 
had limbs torn from their bodies by rapidly moving machin- 
ery. Early reformers documented thousands of such cases (Ma- 
cLaury 2011). Meanwhile, the advantages of early industrial 
activity were passed from generation to generation, fueling a 
cycle of inequality. To this day, the names Vanderbilt, Carn- 
egie, and Rockefeller are icons of inherited wealth and power. 
A variety of social movements of the late 1800s and early 
1900s pressed for more government intervention in the econ- 
omy. In the United States, these included the early labor move- 
ment, the Populist Movement (which included farmers and 
small business owners oppressed by the large business trusts), 
and the Progressive Movement 
(which advocated various economic, 
political, and social reforms, includ- 
ing workplace safety). These move- 
ments pressured federal and state 
governments to introduce reforms, 
including outlawing anticompetitive 
monopolies and cartels, setting wage 
and safety standards, and protecting 
the right of workers to form unions. 
Eventually, government intervention 
limited the power of industrialists, 
protected the basic rights of workers, 
and, many historians argue, helped save capitalism from itself. 


Reforming Capitalism 


Governments around the world have repeatedly intervened 
since then to address the excesses of capitalism and to shore up 
unstable capitalist economies subject to cycles of “boom and 
bust,” or rapid growth followed by collapse. The second period 
of major government intervention in the United States took 
place in the wake of the Great Depression of the 1930s. A vari- 
ety of causes contributed to this worst economic depression, or 
deep economic slump, of the twentieth century, including the 
1929 stock market crash that followed a boom in speculation 
(high-risk investment in stocks or other ventures in the pursuit 
of high profits). Other factors were the collapse of thousands 
of U.S. banks that cost millions of workers their savings, and 
high levels of economic inequality that helped undermine the 
economy. 

Elected in 1932 following this calamity, President Frank- 
lin Roosevelt responded not by implementing socialism in the 
form of a government takeover of banks and major industry. 
The New Deal policies he introduced in 1933 were instead 
intended to revive the economy and help stabilize capitalism. 
Though business leaders opposed many of his reforms, they 
were extremely popular and included the following: 


m New spending for public works programs that created jobs 
by building roads, dams, and national parks. (Later, mas- 
sive military spending for World War II created even more 
jobs and an endless demand for military supplies.) 

m= New social programs, notably Social Security, that helped 
create a social safety net to protect modest- and low-income 
workers from economic setbacks. 


@ New government regulation and intervention in the 
financial system, such as the creation of the Federal De- 
posit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) that insures bank 
deposits. 


® New worker protections through the Wagner Act, which 
recognized the right to form unions in the workplace and 
to strike for better wages and working conditions. 


These reforms became a central feature of the U.S. economic 
system during the period of post-World War II prosperity. 

By the 1980s, though, the global economy had enabled 
large businesses to move production to foreign countries and 
flee government regulation, giving 
them greater leverage in negotiations 
with government. Employers aggres- 
sively opposed labor unions, under- 
mining their political power. In this 
new climate, conservatives called for 
the deregulation of business, finan- 
cial institutions, and the economy. 
In the 1980s, deregulation of savings 
and loan institutions (S&Ls), which 
had been limited to providing sav- 
ings accounts and mortgage loans, 
allowed them to operate more like 
banks, but without any of the regu- 
lations that governed banks. This deregulation contributed to 
a new financial crisis in which over 700 S&Ls failed, requir- 
ing government action to clean up the mess and stabilize the 
industry through new regulations. The S&L scandal costs tax- 
payers at least $125 billion dollars and led to some bank execu- 
tives serving time in prison (Pizzo, Fricker, and Muolo 1989). 


The Housing Bubble and 
Global Economic Crisis 


The S&L crisis was small compared to the global financial 
meltdown, rooted in the housing industry, that occurred in 
2007-2009 with effects that continue today (Das 2010; Fi- 
nancial Crisis Inquiry Commission 2011; Foster and Magdoff 
2009; Friedman and Posner 2009; Glass 2008; Rajan 2010; 
Sorkin 2010; U.S. Senate Permanent Subcommittee on In- 
vestigations 2011). A closer look at this most recent crisis il- 
lustrates the economy as an integrated social system—from 
micro-level consumers to macro-level global investors—that 
can sometimes be dysfunctional. 


SOURCES OF THE CRISIS The global economic 


crisis—sometimes referred to as the Great Recession— 
stemmed from several factors: 


m Facing stagnant wages, many ordinary U.S. households 
relied increasingly on credit. Meanwhile the world’s richest 
investors searched for investments that would yield steady 
profits, eventually buying much of this consumer debt. 

m Deregulation in the financial services industry enabled 
commercial banks to engage in high-risk speculation, 


which had been prohibited before. 
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m The financial services industry developed new forms of 
complex and unregulated investment devices (known as 
derivatives) that led to massive high-risk speculation. 


Corporations engaged in misleading and fraudulent behay- 
ior. Some of the world’s largest financial firms—includ- 
ing JP Morgan, Citibank, and Merrill Lynch—often had 
been caught laundering money, defrauding customers, 

and committing accounting fraud. In most such cases, the 
firms agreed to pay large fines—sometimes well over $100 
million dollars—but did not have to admit to any wrong- 
doing. But when fraudulent tactics were used in the hous- 
ing market, the impact was much more widespread. 


When these factors combined, the result was disastrous. 


THE HOUSING BUBBLE AND BURST A “bub- 
ble” occurs when the price of something is overinflated. The 
recent housing crisis involved social relationships between vari- 
ous parties in a chain that connected individual homeowners 
to global investors, linking micro-level economic decisions 
with macro-level economic forces: 


m Homebuyers acquired cheap mortgages that often featured 
low rates in the early months that increased dramatically 
over the life of the loan. Some borrowers used poor judg- 
ment in entering these contracts; others were greedy and 
bought more expensive houses than they should have. 
Many, though, either did not understand the conditions of 
their mortgage or were defrauded by unscrupulous lenders 
who misled applicants and approved high-risk mortgages 
to clearly unqualified borrowers. 


Some lenders used deceptive or fraud- 
ulent sales tactics to entice borrowers 
into mortgages they could not afford. 
Lenders had an incentive to make 

as many loans as possible, regardless 
of people’s ability to pay, because 
they sold these individual loans to 
investment banks that preferred risky 
subprime loans because they carried 
higher interest rates and, thus, the 
potential for more profits. 


Investment banks bought a large 
number of mortgages from lenders, 
combined these with other debt, such 
as student loans and credit card debt, 
and then sold pieces of this debt as a 
type of derivative called collateralized 
debt obligations (CDO). Major invest- 
ment firms such as Goldman Sachs 
were selling CDOs to investors as 

a safe investment, while simultane- 
ously betting that CDOs they didn’t 


own would fail. 


Ratings agencies (Standard & Poor’s, 
Moody’s, Fitch)—paid by the invest- 
ment banks—evaluated CDOs and 


BusinessWeek 
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a Long before the collapse of the housing 
market, investigators were examining the 
fraudulent business practices of some Wall 
Street investment firms. Without reform, 
some of these practices contributed to the 
global financial crisis. 


often gave them the highest possible grade, AAA, obscur- 
ing their actual high-risk nature. 


Investors from around the world in search of steady profits 
purchased CDOs, believing them to be safe investments, 
thereby generating massive profits for the investment banks 
that sold them. 


In the short term, everyone in the chain benefitted. Home- 
buyers had a chance to experience the American Dream of 
homeownership. Lenders, rating agencies, investment banks, 
and investors made money. Wall Street executives and traders, 
especially, became enormously rich on bonuses they had gen- 
erated from these often-tainted deals. For example, between 
2000 and 2007, the CEO of the Lehman Brothers investment 
firm, Richard Fuld, took home about $529 million dollars 
(Sterngold 2010). 

Since almost anyone could get a mortgage in this system, 
the housing market boomed, creating an artificial bubble in 
which housing prices nearly doubled in less than ten years. The 
FBI and some leading economists warned of massive and wide- 
spread mortgage fraud, but those warnings went unheeded and 
the government failed to step in to regulate the industry. In 
fact, many of the major government regulators and economic 
advisors were former finance industry executives. Henry Paul- 
son, for example, was paid $35 million in 2005 as CEO of 
investment firm Goldman Sachs while it was issuing billions 
of dollars in high-risk CDOs, and in 2006 he was appointed 
secretary of the U.S. Treasury (Sloan 2007). 

By 2007 the housing bubble had burst. Homebuyers could 
not keep up with mortgage payments and families lost their 
homes. Investment banks found them- 
selves still holding tens of thousands of 
mortgages whose values were plummet- 
ing and that could not be sold. Investors 
began losing their money. The impact of 
these failures rippled through the econ- 
omy as banks and the insurance compa- 
nies that insured them teetered on the 
brink of bankruptcy. The stock market 
plunged, and everyone from major in- 
stitutional investors to individuals with 
retirement accounts invested in stocks 
suffered major losses. Unemployment 
increased as firms facing financial trou- 
ble began laying off workers. 

At the height of the crisis, the fed- 
eral government responded with massive 
spending to bail out major commercial 
firms and stimulate the economy. As of 
this writing, though, the government 
has not prosecuted any of the corpo- 
rate executives who helped destroy their 
companies, wreck the economy, and 
walk away with the fortunes they accu- 
mulated carrying out these actions. Af 
ter the crisis, U.S. banks are bigger, more 
concentrated, and more powerful than 
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ever before. They were able to use their political clout to suc- 
cessfully resist any significant reform of Wall Street. 

Periodic crises lead many observers to conclude that capital- 
ist markets seem to operate best when they are well regulated 
to prevent fraud and abuse by powerful economic players. Can- 
ada, for example, had much stronger regulation of its banking 
industry and largely avoided the economic crisis that affected 
the U.S. banking industry. In addition, capitalism seems to re- 
quire a robust social safety net to assist those left behind in the 
competitive marketplace. Critics of these measures, however, 
see such developments as an abandonment of capitalist ideals 
and the encroachment of socialism. 


Socialism in Reality 


By prioritizing social needs over personal profit, a socialist econ- 
omy can effectively reduce inequality and drastically reduce 
or even eliminate some social problems commonly found in 
capitalist economies, such as homelessness, lack of health care, 
and lack of affordable access to higher education (Lebowitz 
2010). But as the most prominent experiment with socialism— 
the former Soviet Union—has illustrated, this system can also 
lead to disaster. 


SOVIET-STYLE SOCIALISM Russia was an ag- 


ricultural society, lagging far behind Western industrialized 
nations in economic development, when the Russian Revolu- 
tion of 1917 ended its monarchy and eventually brought an 
authoritarian communist government into power. This gov- 
ernment began a massive transformation of the economy that 
introduced gigantic industrialization campaigns, dramatically 
raised living standards, and catapulted the newly formed So- 
viet Union into a global superpower in a single generation. But, 
especially under the leadership of Joseph Stalin, the authoritar- 
ian government used its power to ruthlessly suppress political 
dissent, condemning those accused of anti-Soviet or anticom- 
munist activity to remote penal labor camps (gulags), where 
prisoners often died or disappeared. These camps played a key 
economic function for the then-industrializing Soviet Union, 
which exploited the labor of millions of imprisoned criminals 
and political dissidents to work in mines, on infrastructure 
projects like roads and bridges, and on other development 
efforts. 

By the 1960s, the economic role of the gulags had de- 
clined dramatically. However, the government’s significant ex- 
penditures on a large military to compete with its Cold War 
adversary, the United States, worsened the bureaucratic inef- 
ficiencies of centralized economic planning right up to the 
country’s formal dissolution in 1991. Economic inequality in 
the Soviet Union and the Soviet-dominated countries of East- 
ern Europe was very low by Western standards, but so too was 
the standard of living. 

Under the leadership of Mikhail Gorbachev in the late 
1980s, the Soviet Union sought to simultaneously reform its 
economic structure (perestroika) while introducing more dem- 
ocratic freedoms (glasnost). The changes proved too radical, 
and the Soviet Union disintegrated into separate nation-states. 


Since the collapse of Soviet-style socialism, Russia and other 
Eastern European nations formerly under Soviet control have 
experienced widely divergent fates. With the privatization of 
public resources, capitalism has created enormous wealth and 
even some billionaires (sometimes due to rampant fraud and 
corruption). However, rising unemployment has pushed mil- 
lions of other people into poverty and created a vast new set 
of social problems, including skyrocketing alcoholism and a 
resurgence of tuberculosis, a disease typically associated with 
poverty. 

A basic problem with Soviet-style socialism was that it was 
administered by an authoritarian government with no ac- 
countability. Socialism coupled with democracy, however, has 
achieved greater success. 


DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISM Whereas capitalism 


needs government intervention to curb the excesses of concen- 
trated economic power, socialism needs a democratic political 
system to curb the excesses of concentrated government power. 
Scandinavian countries that feature both democratic political 
systems and socialist economies are among the most affluent 
and democratic countries in the world. 

One example is Norway, a constitutional monarchy in 
which real power rests in a parliamentary system where a half 
dozen major political parties regularly compete for power. In 
the three decades following World War II, the country devel- 
oped a system that features state ownership of major industrial, 
financial, and communications firms and a major role for labor 
unions in deciding workplace issues. It also includes free uni- 
versal health care, nearly free higher education, and a generous 
lifelong social welfare system that includes twelve months of 
paid leave for new parents. Combined, these programs make 
up about half the country’s goods and services. Since the 
1970s, Norway has maintained its programs in part because 
the government, rather than private corporations, controls its 
major oil and natural gas resources. But during this period it 
has decentralized control of its government assets, allowing 
local and regional authorities to adapt social and economic 
programs to their own particular needs. It has also introduced 
more market-based competition as it has become a significant 
participant in the global economy. While the global economic 
crises has caused much of the industrialized world to stagger, 
close regulation of its financial sector, large public-sector em- 
ployment, astute management of natural resources, and a cul- 
ture of financial thrift have largely insulated Norway from the 
worst effects. 


The Rise of Mixed Economies 


Our brief survey of economies shows that four ideal types 
of political-economic systems exist. They differ based on the 
degree of government intervention in the economy and the 
presence or absence of a democratic political system (see Ta- 
ble 16.3). We have already considered capitalist democracies, 
state socialism, and democratic socialism. The final form of 
political-economic system is authoritarian capitalism. 
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"TABLE 16.3 


BASIC POLITICAL AND 
ECONOMIC SYSTEMS 


Political System 


Democratic Authoritarian 
Capitalist Capitalist Authoritarian 
democracies capitalism is found 
have democratic in countries that 
political systems and have considerable 
private ownership private ownership of 
of industry with industry and market- 
modest state based economies 
interventioninthe — but few civil rights or 
economy. Example: political freedoms. 
United States Example: China 
Socialist | Democratic State socialism 


socialism is found 
in countries that 
have democratic 
political systems, 
public ownership of 
some key industries, 


involves an 
authoritarian 
government that 
dominates a 
largely centralized 
economy. Example: 


and significant state North Korea 
intervention in the 
economy. Example: 


Norway 


China is an authoritarian capitalist system. Over the past 
several decades, China has allowed many aspects of market 
capitalism and encouraged foreign investment, though state- 


WHAT IS SECURITY? 


Ss we saw in this chapter’s opening vignette, military 
action abroad in the name of national security can 
seem inadequate when threats to economic security 
loom at home. A defeat in Vietnam, a protracted en- 
gagement in Iraq with mixed results, and the ongoing fight- 
ing in Afghanistan highlight the limits of both conventional 
military power and the traditional notion of security. While 
most discussion about “security” in the United States still fo- 
cus on the military and “national security,” the idea of what 
security is has been undergoing some changes. 
“Economic security” is the most prominent alternative 
to “national security.” Economic security is the condition of 
having a stable means of financial support adequate to main- 
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run enterprises still play a major role in the economy. However, 
China’s leaders maintain strict political control by suppressing 
dissent, most famously during the 1989 uprisings in Beijing’s 
Tiananmen Square, which unsuccessfully called for demo- 
cratic reforms. 

Today, the world’s largest and most vibrant economies are all 
mixed economies to varying degrees, and the line between so- 
cialism and capitalism is becoming murkier every year. Mixed 
economies contain elements of both market-based capitalism and 
the significant government intervention associated with socialism. 
Successful socialist nations have learned to harness the power 
of markets to spur innovation and respond to consumer needs, 
while still directing key industries to meet social needs, guard- 
ing public resources for the common good, and providing a 
broad social safety net for citizens. Successful capitalist nations 
have learned that reasonable government regulation of business 
and markets can help protect against abuses of concentrated 
economic power, that a social safety net blunts the excesses 
of capitalist inequality, and that government intervention can 
help limit capitalism’s characteristic boom-and-bust cycles. 

Convergence theory suggests that capitalist and socialist 
economies are becoming increasingly similar. Globalization ap- 
pears to have accelerated the process, introducing competitive 
markets to economies around the world and making them 
more capitalistic. Globalization has also made many capital- 
ist economies more volatile and vulnerable to the pressures of 
competition from other nations. This is in large part the rea- 
son for the decline of manufacturing industries in the United 
States and the global financial crisis. Governments in capitalist 
economies have responded to such economic difficulties by in- 
tervening more actively in economic affairs, a tendency typi- 
cally associated with socialist economies. The result has been 
the global rise of mixed economies. 


tain a given standard of living. Economic security can include 
access to good employment and assistance during times of 
sickness or disability. For example, the Social Security Act of 
1935 aimed to provide government support for the elderly, 
the disabled, mothers and children, and the unemployed, as 
well as to promote public health. Although we typically think 
of Social Security as a benefit program for retired persons, 
the original act implied a government commitment to the 
general welfare. Other countries have an even stronger fo- 
cus On economic security. 

As the public has become more aware of the dangers of 
environmental degradation, concern has grown about envi- 
ronmental security, the safe management of natural resources 


to protect social stability. Policymakers worry that environmen- 
tal problems such as drought, erosion, toxic waste, and air 
pollution could become a consistent source of conflict that 
might escalate into military confrontation. Environmental 
security also takes into account how threats to the natural 
environment may imperil the foundations of our society. The 
effects of climate change, for example, can threaten people’s 
homes and their health, uproot communities, and compro- 
mise food supplies, endangering individual and collective 
security. Climate change will likely increase the number of 
short-term refugees, as people flee worsening natural disas- 
ters, and the scale of long-term migration, as people move to 
where water is more plentiful and crops can be grown more 
easily. With the world’s attention focused more intensely than 
ever on environmental degradation and protection, the envi- 
ronmental dimensions of security are becoming ever clearer 
(Eddy 2004). 

The United Nations has developed an even broader defi- 
nition of security: human security, which emphasizes the 
health and rights of individual human beings rather than the 
security of nations. The UN Commission on Human Security, 


THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY 


military. 


socialist economies. 


created in 2001, has worked both to clarify the concept of 
human security and to support projects that make a real 
contribution to advancing this cause. Instead of focusing ex- 
clusively on military threats, those who advance the human 
security concept define poverty and illiteracy, HIV and drug 
abuse, the displacement of populations into refugee camps, 
and the trafficking of women and children into forced pros- 
titution as threats to the security and dignity of individuals 
and communities. The UN Commission on Human Security 
(2004) identifies two interrelated approaches to advancing 
human security: protecting people’s basic rights and free- 
doms and empowering people to act on their own behalf. 

The breadth of the human security concept makes it a 
challenge for advocates to define concrete goals and mea- 
sure the success of human security projects (MacFarlane and 
Khong 2006). Still, by articulating a new nonmilitary vision 
of security, and connecting that to the ability of ordinary 
people to take control of their own lives, advocates of the 
human security concept have challenged governments—and 
all of us—to address many of the threats and indignities that 
people experience every day. 


Politics and the Economy 


Cultural values help shape both political and economic systems. 


A broad sense of insecurity and a culture of fear help support a large investment in the 


Differing cultural approaches to individual freedom or social justice inform capitalist and 


action. 


The political structure of a society shapes the possibilities for political action, creating 
specific constraints and opportunities for individuals and groups to engage in political 


Similarly, economic structures help shape the opportunities people have. 


economic inequality. 


Politics involves the exercise of power to decide priorities and policies for society. 
The type of government helps determine who has power in society. 


The decisions governments make can have a profound impact on levels of inequality, 
especially since the way in which economies are organized can either increase or decrease 


m Socialist economies make reducing inequality a priority, whereas capitalist economies 
accept greater levels of inequality and prioritize the free pursuit of profit. 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


eS Looking Back 


1. Politics is the arena in which societies make collective deci- 
sions about priorities and policies and government is the 
focus of political activity. Governments claim a monopoly 
on the legitimate use of force in a given territory. Contempo- 
rary forms of government include democracies, authoritarian 
governments, and monarchies. Political culture influences 
whether and how we become involved in politics. 


2. Pluralism, power elite theory, and class domination theory 
each explain power and politics in a different way. Political 
involvement in the United States reflects class inequality: 
people in the middle class are more active than those in the 
working class, and the political system responds most read- 
ily to concerns of the affluent. 


3. As part of the national security state, the size, reach, and 
financial resources of the U.S. military are unrivaled. But a 
politics of fear continues to shape how we think about the 
world, leading to policies that would otherwise be unlikely 
to be adopted. People are socialized to accept war, and 
recruits are resocialized to become soldiers. The military 


- Critical Thinking: Question 


1. Do you feel prepared to participate in politics? Do you vote? 
How can you explain your specific engagement with—or 
disengagement from—the world of politics? 


2. Why do you think the United States spends so much more 
on the military than any other country? Do you think this is 
a wise investment of resources for the country? Why or why 
not? 


4. 


33 


reflects some of the social inequality that exists in society. 
Terrorism, which is perhaps the biggest threat faced by 
today’s military, has no universally accepted definition. 


The economy is a social institution that includes a society’s 
production, distribution, and consumption of goods and 
services. Economies reflect the cultural values and political 
priorities of the societies in which they exist. 


Capitalism and socialism have been the modern world’s two 
dominant economic systems. The ideals of both these sys- 
tems contrast with complicated realities that expose each of 
their shortcomings, including the periodic crisis of capital- 
ism and the repressive nature of state socialism. Capitalist 
and socialist economies have become more similar to each 
other, producing mixed economies that incorporate elements 
of each system. 


As governments cope with providing security, new notions 
of security have emerged, including economic security, envi- 
ronmental security, and human security. 


sand Activities 


What are the basic differences between capitalist and social- 
ist economies? Do you think the U.S. economic system is 
best described as capitalist, socialist, or mixed? Why? 


What do you think is the best way to define security? What, 
if anything, should the government do to help achieve this 
security? 


CHAPTER 16 Politics and the Economy 


i Key Terms 


authoritarian government (p. 437) a government that typically 
features self-appointed leaders who exert great control over the 
lives of citizens, which includes severely limiting their civil 
liberties. 

capitalism (p. 455) an economic system that emphasizes private 
ownership of the means of production, which are operated for 
profit. 

class domination theory (p. 444) a theory that suggests that 
political power is concentrated in the hands of the rich, 
who own or control a large share of the nation’s economic 
resources. 

convergence theory (p. 460) a theory that suggests capitalist 
and socialist economies are becoming increasingly similar. 

corporation (p. 454) a business that is treated legally as an entity 
separate from its owners. 

democracy (p. 438) a political system in which the right to vote 
is widespread and government leaders are selected through 
multiparty elections. 

economic security (p. 460) the condition of having a stable 
means of financial support adequate to maintain a given 
standard of living. 

economy (p. 453) a social institution that includes a society’s 
production, distribution, and consumption of goods and 
services. 

environmental security (p. 460) the safe management of natu- 
ral resources to protect social stability. 

government (p. 437) the organization that exercises authority 
and steers decision making in a specific community. 

human security (p. 461) concern for the health and rights of 
individual human beings rather than the security of nations. 

mixed economies (p. 460) economies that combine elements of 
both market-based capitalism with the significant government 
intervention associated with socialism. 

monarchy (p. 437) a system of government headed by a single 
person, the monarch, who typically inherits the position as a 
member of a ruling family. 


national security state (p. 447) a government dominated by 


powerful military, foreign policy, and intelligence agencies. 

pluralist theory (p. 443) a theory that argues that politi- 
cal power is fragmented among many different competing 
groups. 

plurality voting (p. 439) a “winner-take-all” electoral system in 
which the candidate with the most votes wins the office being 
contested. 

political socialization (p. 440) the inculcation of basic norms 
and expectations about political life and attitudes toward 
involvement in politics. 

politics (p. 437) the arena in which societies make collective 
decisions about priorities and policies. 

power (p. 437) the ability to bring about an intended outcome, 
even when opposed by others. 

power elite theory (p. 443) a theory that suggests that political 
power is concentrated in the hands of a small dominant group 
of business, government, and military leaders. 

proportional representation (p. 439) an electoral system in 
which parties are awarded seats in government based on the 
percentage of votes they receive in an election. 

socialism (p. 456) an economic system that emphasizes public 
ownership of the major means of production, which are oper- 
ated to meet human needs and promote social justice. 

spiral of silence (p. 441) a theory that explains how people 
keep quiet about controversial issues when they think their 
opinions are not widely shared, in order to avoid social 
isolation. 

state terrorism (p. 453) political violence directed at civilians by 
governments. 

terrorism (p. 453) politically motivated violence that intention- 
ally targets noncombatants. 

war (p. 447) organized armed conflict among two or more spe- 
cially trained military groups. 
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Globalization, 
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Movements 


How has globalization 


affected your experience 


— culture 


How will the 

coming changes 

in the population 
structure affect 
social life in your 


lifetime? 


What are the sources of 
DOWer — the social 
movements that are 


important to you? 
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n April 10, 2006, hundreds of thousands of immigrants and their supporters rallied in over 100 
communities across the United States to call for national immigration reform (Pressley, Brulliard, and 
Londono 2006; Swarns 2006). The participants were mostly Latinos with roots in Central and South 
America, but they also included a broader spectrum of immigrants. “Nigeria present” read one sign in 
Washington, D.C. Asian-rights advocate Lisa Hasegawa attended because she identified with recent 
Latino immigrants, saying, “We went through it.” Rami El-Amine helped form a small impromptu 
group, Arabs for Immigrants’ Rights, to show support. Teacher Allan Coleman held a handmade 
sign—with a shamrock representing his Irish roots—that read, “We were all immigrants once.” 

The participants came from a complex mix of backgrounds. Many were undocumented and 
thus in the United States illegally. Some were legal residents who had spent years navigating the 
complicated and often expensive application process for citizenship. Some were citizens with 
undocumented relatives, friends, or coworkers. In Houston, Staff Sgt. José Soto, whose parents had 
immigrated illegally, participated wearing his Marine Corps uniform. Soto had served in Iraq and was 
returning for a second tour of duty. “I’ve fought for freedom overseas,” he said. “Now I’m fighting for 
freedom here.” 

But the immigration reform effort is controversial. Some Americans believe that deportation and 


strict control of U.S. borders are the only appropriate response to the presence of large numbers of 
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undocumented immigrants. These opponents of reform argue 
that “illegals” take jobs from American citizens, drive down 
wages, and impose excess costs on taxpayers, who must foot 
the bill for schooling and providing health care to immigrant 
children. On the other side of the debate, immigration reform 
advocates stress that “undocumented workers” are making 
valuable contributions to the U.S. economy and are simply 
seeking a better life for themselves, as earlier immigrants 
have done. 

It was the latter perspective that infused the demon- 
strators’ call for action. As Jaime Contreras, a Salvadoran 
immigrant, U.S. citizen, and president of an alliance of 
business, labor, and immigrant advocacy groups, said, “We’re 
sending a strong message that we are people of dignity. All 
that we want is to have a shot at the American dream.” 


e National Day of Action for Immigrant Justice, as the 
rallies were called, highlights three areas of contemporary 
social change that we examine in this chapter: globaliza- 
tion, population change, and social movements. These 

forces represent types of change, as well as being catalysts for 
further social change. 

The theme of social change is highlighted throughout this 
book, because change is an important aspect of social life and 
an essential topic of sociological inquiry. Our world is in tran- 
sition, and sociology helps us understand these ongoing devel- 
opments. In this chapter, we explore examples of contemporary 
change. First, however, we consider some broad features of so- 
cial change itself. 


The Natureof 


Structural and 
Cultural Change 


Social change is the modification of structure or cultural pat- 
terns over time. Structural change includes shifting patterns of 
behavior and interaction. Cultural change involves the trans- 
formation of values, beliefs, knowledge, and norms, as well as 
the introduction and adoption of new cultural objects, such as 
new technologies. 


The Continuous and Partial 
Nature of Change 


“Nothing endures but change,” observed Greek philosopher 
Heraclitus 2,500 years ago. Indeed, because society is not 
static, change is a continuous feature of social life and a major 


focus of sociology (Harper and Leicht 2007; Jordan and Pile 
2002; Sztompka 1993). People must constantly reproduce so- 
cial structures and cultural norms, and their actions can alter 
society. This is part of the interplay between structure and ac- 
tion that is so central to a sociological perspective. 

Although change is continuous, the pace of change varies 
considerably. Sometimes change is slow and difficult to per- 
ceive as it is happening. Long periods of human history were 
characterized by stability and slow incremental change. Indi- 
viduals could expect to live as generations of ancestors had, 
experiencing a similar lifestyle, employed in similar sorts of 
labor, and holding similar cultural values, beliefs, and norms. 
But other historical eras have featured a frantic pace of change. 
As we saw in Chapter 1, sociology first emerged in the nine- 
teenth century as an effort to understand a period of particu- 
larly rapid and widespread change. At the time, industrializa- 
tion, urbanization, and democratic movements were among 
other forces dramatically altering the Western social landscape. 
Today, we are once again living in a period when the pace of 
social change is swift and highly visible. (The Sociology Works 
box on page 468 examines how sociology majors are doing ina 
changing job market.) 

Though continuous, social change is always partial, and cer- 
tain aspects of social life are persistent. One central reason for 
the existence of cultural traditions, organizations, and social 
institutions is to help ensure that they outlive any particular 
individuals and provide society with some stability and perma- 
nence. As a result, some structural patterns and cultural per- 
spectives linger even as others change. For example, the U.S. 
government today is vastly different from the government in 
power at the nation’s founding, yet key structural features such 
as the three separate branches of government have provided 
relative stability and continuity for more than two centuries. 
Also, the central cultural values that informed the creation of 
the U.S. government, such as democracy and personal freedom, 
continue to be important, even though citizens’ interpretation 
of those values has changed significantly since the eighteenth 
century. In short, continuity coexists with social change. 


LEVELS OF STRUCTURAL CHANGE One 
helpful way to think about various types of structural change 
is to consider the /evel at which a given change occurs (Harper 
and Leicht 2007). Changes that originate at various macro, 
meso, or micro levels can affect other levels. For example, free 
trade agreements among multiple nations occur at a transna- 
tional, or world, level. However, the impact of such changes 
can trickle down to individual societies and their economies, 
as well as to specific companies and in turn to those firms’ em- 
ployees. Conversely, some changes start at the micro level and 
eventually have worldwide implications. Whatever the direc- 
tion of change, humans often initiate change unwittingly, and 
the change they create is frequently unintended. 


——. » thinking aboutetructure 


What are some Structure-related changes that have begun at the micro or meso level 
and spread over time to the macro level—thus having global significance? What impact have 
these changes had on you? 
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Sociology Majors After Graduation 


identify the skills and knowledge they have developed as sociol- 
ogy majors (such as learning about racial and ethnic groups and 
understanding data in tables and charts), include them on their 


The Sociology Works box in Chapter 1 explored the ways in 
which a degree in sociology can prepare you for a variety of jobs. 
But what do sociology majors do once they graduate? Here are 
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some answers from students in the class of 2005: 


D “lam an ongoing caseworker for 
abused and neglected children.” 


D “I work in the business development 
of technology hardware and profes- 
sional services.” 
D “lama paralegal.” 
D “I research climate change policies in 
several western states.” 
D “lama7th and 8th grade social studies 
teacher in a middle school in a large urban city.” 
DB “lama police officer in a large urban city.” 
D “lama marketing consultant for a broadcasting company.” 
» “| amastatistician in the Fertility and Family Statistics Branch 


of the U.S. Census Bureau.” 


These responses are from an American Sociological Asso- 
ciation (ASA) study surveying 1,777 sociology majors 
from a variety of schools during their senior year in 
2005. The ASA followed up with surveys about two 
years (2007) and four years (2009) after graduation, as 
well as with in-depth interviews with 159 respondents 
(Spalter-Roth and Van Vooren 2008, 2009, 2010). 

Two years after graduation, 60 percent of students 
were working but not attending graduate school; 22 
percent were working while attending graduate school; 
and 13 percent were only attending graduate school. 
Those enrolled in graduate school often had internships 
or part-time jobs. The table to the right summarizes the 
occupational categories of the 82 percent of students 
who worked; social services was the most frequent job 
category. About half of students reported being very 
satisfied with their jobs, and another 42 percent were 
somewhat satisfied. After four years, many students 
reported having moved from entry-level positions, such 
as those with clerical or administration support duties, 
to service or management positions in their chosen 
fields. 

The versatility of the undergraduate sociology 
degree can also be seen in students’ graduate school 
choices. About seven out of eight sociology majors who 
go on to graduate school study something other than 
sociology. Social work/human services (18.3 percent), 
law (8.4 percent), health professional (8.1 percent), and 
education (6.4 percent) are the largest nonsociology 
fields of study. 

One challenge, the ASA study noted, is that few 
jobs are listed as “sociologist.” Students therefore must 


“lam a caseworker.” 

“| research climate change 
policies.” “lam a teacher.” 
“lam a police officer.” “lam 
a marketing consultant.” 
“lam a Statistician.” 


resume, and discuss them during job interviews. 
Many students in master’s programs focus 
on honing their research skills and using 
statistical software packages, as com- 
petencies in these areas can increase an 
applicant’s opportunities in many fields. 
Job markets change with regularity. 
Thus, the ASA has launched a new series 
of surveys that will track members of the 
graduating class of 2012 as they enter the 
workforce and advance their careers. 


think about it 


1. What is your desired career path? How might a sociology major 


be an asset in helping you land a good job? 

. List the main knowledge and skills you are developing in your 
sociology course. How would you describe these on your resume? 
What other skills do you hope to develop before you graduate? 


Occupational Categories of Sociology Baccalaureates 


by Job Status 
PART TIME FULL TIME 
(LESS THAN (35 HOURS 
OCCUPATION INTERNSHIP 35 HOURS) OR MORE) 


PP TIE TI AS TL SI BOATS EET OTS SSS ISBT DIET HED LTE EES SCD IORI IESE TT TE ORDER 


Social services, counselors, 54.8% 17.5% 26.5% 
psychologists 

Clerical/administrative 4.8 12.5 15.8 
support 

Management 2.4 5.8 14.4 
Teachers, librarians 4.8 18.3 8.1 
Services O 18.3 8.3 
Sales, marketing fo) 10.8 10.1 
Social science, researchers 23.8 12.5 57, 
Others 7.1 2.5 4.4 
Other professionals (includes 2.4 ile 6.8 
public relations and 

information technology) 

Total 100 100 100 


Source: American Sociological Association Research and Development Department. 
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<> Cell phones have increased enormously in availability and popu- 
larity and are used virtually everywhere in U.S. society, creating a 
new driving hazard as an unintended consequence. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


=, How has the advent of cell phones affected U.S. culture? 
( meat What unintended consequences for society have resulted from 
the widespread use of cell phones? 


UNINTENDED CHANGE 4A social trend happens 


when many individuals act independently but similarly. Often 
the cumulative—and unintentional—effect of such behavior is 
to produce social change. 

An interplay between individual action and larger social 
forces usually propels any social trend. For example, as we saw 
in Chapter 15, in the post-World War II era many U.S. couples 
decided to move from cities to suburbs. Individual couples did 
not start out wanting to change society; rather, they acted for 
personal reasons. Collectively, though, their behavior led to so- 
cial change. Importantly, people’s choices during this period 
were significantly influenced by outside social forces, such as 
the prosperous postwar economy and the government's deci- 
sion to use tax credits to encourage home ownership. Structural 
and cultural forces influenced individual actions; in turn, the 
cumulative effect of those actions helped create social change. 

In addition to the inadvertent change caused by social 
trends, many human actions have unintended consequences, 
results that are unplanned and unforeseen. For example, the 
pursuit of home ownership in the suburbs produced greater 
reliance on the automobile for commuting, with a resulting 
increase in traffic and pollution, and the rise of shopping malls 
dominated by chain stores, with a consequent decline in the 
fortunes of independent local businesses. 


RESISTANCE AND CONFLICT IN RESPONSE 
TO CHANGE Change is often resisted by one segment of 
society or another. Sometimes, for example, cultural change 
poses a challenge to deeply held values, as when growing sec- 
ularization within a society threatens religious communities. 
Sometimes social change brings an end to meaningful ways of 


life, as when residential development destroys the longstanding 
routines and rhythms of a rural community. In other cases, 
people simply are comfortable with the status quo and uneasy 
about new ways of doing things, such as using new technolo- 
gies for interpersonal communication. Often individuals resist 
change because it represents a shift in the balance of power 
between social actors—and therefore threatens them directly 
or indirectly. 


Causes of Social Change 


Traditionally, historical accounts have highlighted the actions 
and accomplishments of powerful individuals—presidents, 
judges, generals, business tycoons, and others who have made 
key and far-reaching decisions. Such actors can play an im- 
portant role in social change. However, many contemporary 
historians examine the larger social factors that contribute to 
change, writing what is known as social history. 

Similarly, various sociological theories emphasize two broad 
sources of change instead of focusing on the actions of par- 
ticular individuals. Some theories look at change that origi- 
nates because of material factors in the physical world, such as 
economic conditions and technology. Other theories are con- 
cerned with change that is driven by ideas from within the hu- 
man mind, such as thoughts, values, and beliefs. Recall from 
Chapter 1 that these “objective” (material) and “subjective” 
(idea-based) approaches make up an important dimension of 
all sociological theory. 


Material Factors in Change: 
Historical Materialism and 
Technology 


The best-known materialist theory of social change comes from 
Karl Marx (1859/1978). The part of Marx’s work now referred 
to as historical materialism suggests that the economic base of 
a society is the primary force driving change in other aspects of 
social life. 

To survive, Marx argued, humans must work with the re- 
sources found in nature to produce the material necessities 
of life, among them food, shelter, and clothing. A society’s 
economy—its mode of production, in Marxist terms—defines 
how these basic necessities are created. Humans work collec- 
tively to produce these material necessities and in so doing en- 
ter into social relationships, or what Marx called relations of 
production. These social relations involve the roles people play 
in the production process, as well as other factors, such as the 
legal framework that organizes production. 

According to Marx, forces of production—primarily the type 
of technology that is available to produce material necessities— 
determine the specific relations of production in a society. For 
example, the advent of the plow helped make large agricultur- 
ally based societies possible; the invention of various machines, 
such as the mechanical loom and the steam engine, enabled 
the growth of industrial manufacturing; and the microchip 
and related developments in computers have facilitated our 
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information-based economy. Each of these changes in the 
forces of production contributed to change in communities 
and transformed many social institutions. In other words, 
a change in the economic base of the society reverberated 
throughout other aspects of social life. Marx’s theory reminds 
us that understanding social change often involves attending 
closely to the economy. 

Later materialist approaches developed more specific argu- 
ments about technology’s role in social change without adopt- 
ing a broader Marxist framework. Writing mostly in the 1930s, 
American sociologist William Ogburn identified three routes 
by which technology and other forces could change society: 
invention, discovery, and diffusion. /nvention involves the cre- 
ation of new materials, ideas, or patterns of behavior; consider, 
for example, how the microchip, used in computers 
and countless other devices, has revolutionized 
social life. Discovery entails finding something 
new that already exists, such as DNA or the 
neutron. Diffusion occurs when new tech- 
nology or ideas spread from one society 
to another, as when the machinery that 
enabled industrialization spread around 
the world. Ogburn argued that material 
things like technological innovations 
generally change more rapidly than a 
culture’s ideas, values, and beliefs. The 
result is cultural lag, a delay in a culture’s 
adaptation to technological innovation, of- 
ten resulting in social problems. 

A dramatic example of cultural lag was noted 
by scientist Albert Einstein at the end of World 
War II when he warned, “The unleashed power of the atom 
has changed everything save our modes of thinking and we 
thus drift toward unparalleled catastrophe” (Einstein 1946). 
Though Einstein himself had played a prominent role in en- 
couraging the development of the first atomic weapons, he 
concluded that people of the time did not fully grasp their de- 
structive power—and therefore did not change their behavior 
accordingly. As Ogburn might have observed, society’s ideas 
and beliefs about warfare had not yet caught up with the new 
technological reality that made the annihilation of humanity a 
real possibility. 

In the end, technology has important implications for three 
reasons (Harper and Leicht 2007, 18): 


1. It creates new alternatives for a society. 

2. It alters patterns of social interaction. 

3. It gives rise to new social problems that must be addressed. 
One of Ogburn’s examples—the introduction of the auto- 

mobile into American life—illustrates all three points. With 

cars, individuals could travel farther in less time than ever be- 


fore and could do so more comfortably. It became possible for 
people to live at some distance from where they worked, and 


this new option in turn spurred suburban growth. Cars also 
changed how people interacted: for example, the automobile 
made visits to distant relatives easier and provided young dat- 
ing couples with a newfound privacy. Finally, cars contributed 
a host of new social problems, including road accidents, air and 
noise pollution, and traffic congestion. 


Ideas as Factors in Change: 
Weber’s Protestant Ethic 
and Ideology 


The ideas, values, and beliefs that are part of a culture can also 

fuel social change. Whereas Marx analyzed the rise of in- 

dustrial capitalism in materialist terms, Max Weber 

argued that religious belief also played a key 
role. 

Weber's study, The Protestant Ethic and 

the Spirit of Capitalism (1905/1958), sug- 
gested that capitalism emerged first in 
certain areas because it was compatible 
with the Calvinist version of Protestant- 
ism. Calvinists saw economic success 
as a sign of God’s blessing. Therefore, 
their religious values and beliefs encour- 
aged hard work and frugality, facilitating 
the accumulation of money. This money 
became available for investment in the new 
technologies and infrastructure that enabled 
industrial capitalism to grow. Weber argued that 
societies with different religious beliefs did not encour- 
age the same accumulation of capital and therefore did not 
smooth the way for the rise of capitalism. Thus, according to 
Weber, economic development was facilitated by a set of reli- 
gious ideas. 

A wide range of cultural values and beliefs can drive social 
change efforts. For example, the ideal of democracy in U.S. 
culture and elsewhere has provided a powerful spark for many 
social movements. In this way, ideas can encourage action that 
leads to social change. 


Change in Context 


Most sociologists today adopt contextual analyses that rake 
into account the particular historical and social environment 
within which change is occurring and do not assume that a single 
factor is the most important in all situations. This orientation is 
less a consistent theory about change in particular than a gen- 
eral approach to studying any aspect of social life. A contextual 
analysis might find that in a particular situation, the adoption 
of new technology may be the leading factor driving change, 
but in another case economic conflict may play a role that is 
equally—or more—important. Government action, new ideas, 


thinking abouteylture 


Has your college’s Culture (in the form of norms and rules) lagged behind the introduction 
of cell phones and laptops in the classroom? Has this created any problems? Explain. 
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changing population trends, and other factors 
can be crucial sources of change in particu- 
lar situations. In short, the question, “What 
causes change?” can best be answered by say- 
ing, “It depends.” 


Globalization 
as Change 


Apple iPods are among the most popular elec- 
tronic devices ever created. Conceptualized 
and developed in the United States, iPods are 
mostly manufactured elsewhere and are sold 
around the world (Linden, Kraemer, and De- 
drick 2007; Varian 2007). The Japan-based 
company Toshiba provides some components 
but outsources most of the manufacturing to lesser-known 
firms in China and other Asian nations. Meanwhile, Western 
companies steer the marketing and promotion of iPods. 

We may not think of globalization when we see an iPod, but 
like many other products sold today, the tiny iPod is a global 
creation that transcends any individual country. It is just one 
example of how globalization enters our daily lives. The coffee 
you sip, the semester you might spend abroad, the foreign film 
offerings on the Netflix web site, the price you pay for gasoline, 
the clothes you wear, the CNN report live from Afghanistan, 
the Chilean grapes you eat, the Internet, the new immigrants 
in your community (and perhaps you), the Afro-pop tracks 
loaded on your MP3 player—all are the result of globalization 
trends. 

Throughout this book we have traced the impact of global- 
ization—on culture, the economy, the media, and other areas 
of society. In this section, we link these many different dimen- 
sions by considering globalization as a social process and by 
examining how it is both a type of change and a catalyst for 
change. 


Globalization: Integrating 
Societies 


Globalization refers to the interaction or integration among 
various aspects of social life, including economies, cultures, politi- 
cal systems, and populations. As such, the word is an umbrella 
term that highlights the links among multiple and simultane- 
ous developments that are continually evolving (Held et al. 
1999; Sassen 2007; Scholte 2005). 

The most significant feature of globalization is the increas- 
ing interconnection of societies. Globalization reflects a world 
that is more a single, integrated place than a collection of rela- 
tively isolated and separate societies. Not only are individu- 
als interconnected by means of instant communication, but 
countries are, too, by global networks of trade agreements and 
political treaties. This global dynamic involves increased in- 


One unintended consequence of increased global travel is that 
communicable diseases are more easily spread worldwide. Here a 
sign in a Manila airport during the 2009 swine flu outbreak helps 
to initiate a screen of passengers who may be carrying the disease. 
What other problems are created or made worse by globalization? 


teraction among people, companies, and countries, as well as 
the creation of new transnational structures and organizations, 
such as the World Trade Organization. 

A second key feature of globalization is the decreasing sig- 
nificance of distance and physical location. Because of advances 
in communication technology and the increasing ease of travel, 
geographic space is less significant than it once was; the world 
is a “smaller” place. Think of how the Internet connects people 
across vast distances, allowing them to interact in cyberspace. 
More and more people throughout the world interact using the 
Internet and other technological bridges across major distances 


Web cameras allow individuals with Internet access to have 
instantaneous face-to-face communication with people around the 
globe on a computer or smartphone, bridging great distances. 
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to discuss, buy, learn, organize, and have fun. Physical travel 
is also more accessible and commonplace, and consequently 
world travel, tourism, and international business have grown 
dramatically. People from far-flung locations now routinely 
come into social contact within the same physical space. 

As stunning and rapid as these developments have been, you 
probably already take them for granted. To appreciate the sig- 
nificance of globalization, we must consider what came before it. 


Early Globalization’s 
Colonial Roots 


Almost unimaginably, for much of human history, people lived 
and died in or near the communities of their birth and had lit- 
tle accurate knowledge of the wider world. Travel of more than 
just a few dozen miles was uncommon, and communication 
outside a person’s immediate region was limited. The necessi- 
ties of life were largely self-produced or acquired locally. Even 
well into the middle of the nineteenth century, most people 
did not travel beyond a few hundred miles of their home, and 
letters and other communications reached their destination by 
physical means. 


Yet limited forms of what we might now call globalization 
did exist. For centuries, a few daring souls ventured outward 
over land and sea to make a living by buying and selling goods 
across considerable distances. Such commercial ventures in- 
creased contact between widely separated peoples and forged 
limited economic ties. 

Most early globalization, however, came by way of empires 
spanning continents and featured the military domination 
and colonization of other societies. From roughly the 1500s 
through the early 1900s, European colonialism in particular 
expanded the reach of a few powerful countries, making events 
in foreign countries relevant to people in a new way (Map 17.1). 
Colonial populations were subjugated by governments that 
sometimes ruled from halfway around the globe. At the same 
time, individuals in the home countries of the colonial powers 
became linked to events that occurred in distant colonies, and 
in this way they began to learn about the other societies that 
were now a part of their empire. 

In the postcolonial era, the formal ties of colonialism have 
been severed as former colonies have gained their independence. 
However, new means of influencing national and regional poli- 
tics have arisen. Critics contend that neocolonialism (economic 
domination without formal political control or military oc- 
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Early globalization derived primarily from the establishment of colonial empires such as Britain’s. Source: Based on archival maps at 
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( => What forms of power did colonizing nations use to build large empires and spread their influence? 
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>) Typically carried out behind closed doors, 
global economic meetings such as the 2011 G8 
Summit in France bring together leaders of the 
world’s major industrialized countries to make 
economic decisions that can affect billions of 
people worldwide. How do such meetings reflect 
aspects of power and inequality on a global scale? 


cupation) is often carried out through trans- 
national economic organizations such as the 
World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund (Danaher and Mittal 2004; Toussaint 
and Millet 2010). Transnational corporations, 
which have no allegiance to any particular 
country, have also taken center stage in the 
global economy and have had a major impact 
on the economies of smaller, poorer nations, in particular. The 
continuing legacy of colonialism, with power imbalances and 
inequality among nations and regions of the world, has contrib- 
uted to persistent international tensions and conflict. 


Contemporary 
Globalization’s Multiple 
Dimensions 


Since the mid-twentieth century and especially in the past few 
decades, globalization has become more pervasive, far reach- 
ing, swiftly developing, and technology dependent than ever 
before. The very term globalization came into wide use only in 
the 1980s as these trends became more readily apparent and 
began to have an impact on growing numbers of people. Glo- 
balization is now one of the most important social forces af- 
fecting societies around the world. 

Many issues can no longer be understood merely by looking 
at a single society; the dynamics involved are now global or 
transnational. Moreover, globalization affects a diverse array of 
overlapping areas of social life, including the following: 


m Economy. Globalization has meant an increased flow of 
goods (trade), capital (investment), and people (migration) 
across national boundaries. 


= Culture. Globalization has powered a surge of ideas, be- 
liefs, and lifestyles across national boundaries—everything 
from democratic movements, media products, religious 
proselytizing, and travel and tourism to sporting events 


such as World Cup soccer and the Olympic Games. 


= Communications technology. More than 900 commu- 
nication satellites orbit Earth, an ever-growing number 
that facilitates the flow of communications on a vast scale 
(Union of Concerned Scientists 2008). Instantaneous 
global communication has been crucial to the staggering 
reduction in the significance of distance and time. 


uw Transnational entities. Globalization has led to the cre- 
ation of new social structures to deal with the increase in 
social relations across national boundaries. Transnational 


corporations; economic organizations such as the Inter- 
national Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization, 
and the World Bank; and political institutions such as the 
United Nations and the European Union are prominent 
transnational structures. International relief agencies such 
as the Red Cross/Red Crescent and Doctors Without Bor- 
ders, and even international professional associations such 
as the International Sociological Association are part of 
this trend. 


Transnational identities. Globalization has contributed 
to the emergence of new social identities. Ever more eclec- 
tic consumers mix cultural products from across the globe, 
including music, food, film, and clothing styles. It is not 
unusual to find, say, Jordanian teen girls in traditional 
hijab dress listening to American pop music or to find U.S. 
teens who are fans of Japanese anime and Indian food. 
Immigrants moving from one country to another often 
live a life of cultural hybrids, speaking one language at 
home and another at school or work; watching both native- 
language television programs via satellite and programs in 
the language of their adopted country; listening to both 
traditional music from their homelands and Western pop 
music; adopting values, behaviors, and dress that combine 
the cultures of their original and newly adopted homes. 
Web sites often serve internationally diverse users. For 
example, the Google search engine, truly a global phenom- 
enon, supports more than 100 languages, and the compa- 


ny’s popular Gmail electronic mail system accommodates 
over 40 languages (Yunker 2008). 


Global cities. As globalization disperses economic activity 
worldwide, these scattered economic processes are coordi- 
nated from a few key locations where managers, lawyers, 
financiers, and engineers navigate the legal and technical 
complexities of multinational transactions (Sassen 1991, 
2006). Global cities are home to many companies that 
provide key financial, legal, technical, and other high-level 
services and are thus strategic nodes in the networks that 
constitute the global economy. Among the most important 
global cities are New York, London, Tokyo, Paris, Frank- 
furt, Zurich, Amsterdam, Sydney, Hong Kong, Mexico 
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City, and Sao Paulo. Global cities are also cosmopolitan, 
catering to sophisticated international workers through 
diverse restaurants, entertainment, religious and other cul- 
tural offerings. Global cities, then, are urban centers that 
transcend the nations in which they are located. 


= Global social movements. As social problems have gone 
global, so too have the responses of social movement activ- 
ists (Smith and Johnston 2002). Environmental groups 
reach across national boundaries to tackle global climate 
change and the loss of wildlife habitat. Labor groups, in- 
cluding unions, work across national boundaries to protect 
employees of transnational corporations. Human rights 
groups try to mobilize worldwide support to pressure re- 
pressive governments to cease human rights abuses. 


These developments represent some of the most significant 
changes that the world has undergone in the past century. The 
impact of these changes is raising a number of pressing socio- 
logical questions. 


o~ 
<> An Iraqi family joins hundreds of millions of other viewers to watch their national 
soccer team play Australia in a qualifying match for the 2010 FIFA World Cup. 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


OS How does the broadcast of such games worldwide exemplify the globalization of 


culture? What are other examples of global cultural events? 


The Impact of Globalization 
on Culture, Structure, and 
Power 


We conclude this section with a look at some of the issues re- 
sulting from the expansion of globalization, grouping them by 
sociology’s core concepts. 


CULTURE Has globalization improved understanding 
among people of different cultures? Or has it resulted in the 
homogenization of cultures as wealthier nations come to domi- 


nate in global relationships? These questions have driven the 
debate over globalization and its impact on culture. 

Global culture has many dimensions (Berger 1997). Beyond 
popular culture in the form of music, movies, and clothing, the 
global economy has contributed to a common business culture 
of economic elites. In addition, religious organizations from 
wealthier nations—especially evangelical Protestants—have 
exported their beliefs and practices to other nations, another 
sort of cultural globalization. In the realm of ideas, Western 
intellectuals, through academic networks and nongovernment 
organizations, have advanced a culture rooted mostly in demo- 
cratic egalitarian values. Combined, these processes have had a 
massive impact on how people around the globe are socialized. 

When different cultures have contact, they exchange influ- 
ences, such as when languages adopt foreign words and when 
music or literature integrates foreign traditions. Cross-cultural 
contact in turn can promote greater understanding, tolerance, 
and mutual appreciation, all of which can diffuse tensions, re- 
duce conflict, and facilitate a more stable, peaceful world. It 
also paves the way to advances in knowledge 
that can potentially improve people’s quality 
of life, as often happens when scholars share 
scientific advances. 

But most cross-cultural contact also leads 
to challenges. First, some ideas and values 
from different cultures are incompatible. For 
example, a belief in full gender equality—a 
hallmark of most secular democratic societ- 
ies—clashes with some patriarchal religious 
traditions that limit women’s role in religion 
and sometimes even civic life. When one 
country promotes egalitarian and democratic 
principles, is it imposing its cultural values on 
the political culture of other peoples? Or is it 
asserting universal rights that unite human- 
ity, irrespective of culture? The fact that dif- 
ferent cultures offer different answers to such 
questions is one of the challenges societies 
face in a globalized world. 

Patriarchy versus gender equality, and 
theocratic states versus secular democracies, 
are among the volatile issues that will con- 
tinue to characterize the debate over global 
culture and that will be an ongoing source of 
conflict. Because of greater economic and po- 
litical integration, the risk of a large-scale global conflict such 
as the two world wars of the twentieth century is probably re- 
duced. However, insofar as globalization results in increased 
contact among cultures with irreconcilable differences, it will 
likely result in more conflicts than in the past. 

Second, because the world’s societies are not equally wealthy 
and powerful, their ability to be heard in a global exchange 
of culture is unequal. Although it is difficult to quantify, 
wealthy—predominantly Western—countries have exported 
most of the cultural goods traveling in the global economy. 
One report found that North America and Europe account for 
about 75 percent of all exports of cultural goods such as films, 
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ON Pedestrians in Beijing, China, pass a movie theater advertising 
the movie Avatar. Unlike most foreign regimes, Chinese government 
censors allow only a handful of foreign films to be officially released 
each year, thereby limiting the impact of such cultural products on 
the local culture. How many foreign-made films have you seen in the 
past year? What does this suggest about the flow of pop culture into 
and out of the United States? 


music, books, television, artwork, and video games. In con- 
trast, all developing countries combined account for only 1 per- 
cent of such exports (UNESCO-Institute for Statistics 2005). 
At a time when most of the world can be exposed to the same 
media content, sometimes simultaneously, that content is most 
likely to come from wealthy Western societies. This situation 
raises the issue of cultural domination. Recall from Chapter 3 
the concerns that sociologists have about the potential homog- 
enizing effects of mass media and cultural products. Although 
many people around the world have embraced Western cul- 
tural products and values, others have resisted their influence. 
In some cases, such as in India, they have simply embraced 
locally produced films and music. In others, such as in China, 
governments have limited the import of Western films and 
censored the Internet. 


STRUCTURE Has globalization reduced hierarchy and 
bureaucracy by promoting decentralized social networks and 
direct communication? Or have the large transnational enti- 
ties that have emerged concentrated control more centrally 
and made hierarchy and bureaucracy increasingly resistant to 
change? These are among the questions sociologists and other 
observers debate in relation to the impact of globalization on 
structure and action. 

Globalization has stimulated contradictory trends involving 
social structures and social action. On the one hand, new so- 
cial structures have been created to facilitate and manage the 
increase in transnational relations. For example, on the eco- 
nomic front, the large transnational corporations that have 
emerged are massive global organizations employing thousands 
of people in many different countries and often organized into 
fairly traditional bureaucratic, pyramidal structures. On the 


other hand, the increased accessibility of new technologies has 
enabled communication and interaction that involve far fewer 
layers of bureaucratic hierarchies because people interact more 
directly through networks (Castells 1996). Even small busi- 
nesses can use the Internet, telephone, and overnight package 
delivery services to conduct business directly with consum- 
ers around the globe, cutting out the need for large corporate 
middlemen. 

Do such trends empower people and organizations to act 
more freely? Or does the unprecedented size of global compa- 
nies restrict the practical options that are available to people? 
We do not yet have complete answers to these questions be- 
cause these structures are still in transition. 


POWER Does globalization help to improve living stan- 
dards throughout the world, or is it a new form of colonialism, 
reinforcing and even intensifying economic divisions? How 
has power shifted since globalization has become so pervasive? 
These two related questions are central to the ongoing debates 
over the effect of globalization on power and inequality. 

It is difficult to answer questions about globalization and 
inequality definitively, in part because individual countries 
vary significantly in how much they have participated in glo- 
balization (see Table 17.1 on the following page). Wealthier 
nations tend to be the most globalized, and poorer countries 
are the least integrated globally. Even within individual coun- 
tries, generally only the relatively affluent can afford comput- 
ers, broadband access, and other communications technologies 
that enable them to participate in aspects of globalization. 

Deep inequalities and power imbalances among different 
countries and regions clearly have been intrinsic to globaliza- 
tion. Yet despite evidence 
that overall global poverty 
is declining, some of the 
world’s poorest nations 
have experienced little or 
no benefit from globaliza- 
tion. Some critics in fact 
argue that less affluent 
developing nations have 
been seriously harmed by 
the economic policies asso- 
ciated with globalization (Kap- 
linsky 2007). Even workers in wealthier nations have experi- 
enced mixed results. Although they have benefitted from the 
availability of cheaper goods, many have seen their jobs shift 
to low-wage countries where workers enjoy few if any labor 
rights or democratic freedoms. As transnational corporations 
continuously seek lower wages and lower production costs in 
what some critics call a “race to the bottom,” workers lose their 
ability to maintain a living wage. 

Sociologists arguing from the perspective of world systems 
theory maintain that wealthy “core” countries exert considerable 
influence over less affluent countries that are part of the poor “pe- 
riphery” or middle-income “semi-periphery” of the world’s econ- 
omy. In this way, the dynamics inherent in the global economy 
maintain a significant imbalance of power and ensure continued 
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On social theory 


World systems theory—a 

form of conflict theory—highlights 
the interconnections between the 
economies of different countries. 
How are your activities as a 
consumer or a worker linked to this 
global economic activity? 
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2 MOST AND LEAST GLOBALIZED 
_ COUNTRIES, 2011 


TABLE 17.1 


Most Globalized Least Globalized 


Globalization Globalization 


Country Index Country Index 
1. Belgium 92.60 1. Chad 39.86 
2. Austria 91.67 2. French 40.30 

Polynesia 
3. Netherlands 91.17 3. Maldives 40.67 
4. Sweden 89.26 4. Uzbekistan 41.07 
5. Switzerland 88.98 5. Tajikistan 42.33 
6. Denmark 88.96 6. Malawi 42.36 
7. France 87.65 7. Macao, China 42.67 
8. Hungary 87.62 8. St. Kittsand 42.99 
Nevis 

g. Portugal 87.28 9g. Democratic 43.09 
Republic of 
Congo 

10. Ireland 86.45 10. Burkima Faso 43.19 


27. United States 79.84 


a One globalization index, compiled at the KOF Swiss Eco- 
nomic Institute, combines measures of economic, political, 
and social globalization to score 156 countries on a scale of 

0 (low) to 100 (high). This table shows the results for the ten 
most globalized and the ten least globalized countries, as well 
as for the United States. What similarities do you see among 
the ten most globalized countries? How about among the ten 
least globalized countries? Source: Dreher (2006); Dreher, Gaston, and 
Marens (2008), with updated data from KOF Swiss Economic Institute (2011). 


inequality among wealthy and poor nations. Wealthy, powerful 
nations have created, and continue to enforce, the ground rules 
according to which global capitalism operates. A variety of inter- 
national economic and political organizations implement these 
rules, including the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Trade Organization, and the United Nations 
(Peet 2009; Wallerstein 2004). 

As a result of the actions of wealthier, more powerful na- 
tions, national governments in weaker countries now have less 
authority to regulate their own economies than they once did. 
To participate in the global economy, these countries must fol- 
low the ground rules established by the international economic 
organizations and must court investment from large multina- 
tional firms. To some observers, this situation represents a shift 


of power from national governments to transnational orga- 
nizations. Since these transnational organizations in turn are 
dominated by wealthier countries, this shift has reinforced the 
power of wealthy countries over poorer ones. 

This approach to economic globalization is known as neo- 
liberalism (not to be confused with the liberal/conservative 
political spectrum) (Harvey 2007). Neoliberalism refers to 
an economic philosophy that promotes markets, deregulation, 
privatization, and reduced government social expenditures. Typi- 
cal neoliberal policies include the deregulation of economic 
sectors, the reduction of taxes, the elimination of tariffs and 
trade barriers, opposition to labor unions, and the privatization 
of government-owned industries. Neoliberals favor a shift in 
power away from government and toward private enterprise. 

In reality, critics point out, neoliberal policies are often 
applied selectively as the government intervenes to promote 
certain business interests. With respect to agriculture, for ex- 
ample, the United States and Europe provide farmers with 
subsidies that enable growers to sell their crops at a lower 
price than they otherwise could. Subsidization forces prices 
downward, sometimes harming nations whose major exports 
are agricultural products. Critics contend that neoliberalism 
ultimately favors policies that, first and foremost, protect the 
interests of investors. They note that neoliberal policies can be 


NY Global justice advocates march at a meeting of the World Social 
Forum in Mumbai, India. The forum is held as a counterpoint to the 
annual World Economic Forum held in Davos, Switzerland, which 
hosts elite business and political leaders. What do you think is meant 
by the slogan “Our world is not for sale”? 


used to shift power from governments that are democratically 
elected and accountable to the people to corporations that are 
privately owned and accountable only to investors. 

Supporters of neoliberal policies promote their version 
of economic globalization as the only legitimate form (Gris- 
wold 2009; Irwin 2009). They blast critiques of neoliberalism 
as “antiglobalization”—a label some activists use as well. But 
in reality, most of the critics oppose the neoliberal version of 
globalization, not globalization itself. For example, rather than 
endorse unqualified “free trade,” opponents of neoliberalism 
advocate “fair trade” policies that protect workers’ rights and 
are environmentally sustainable. In effect, they argue for a 
globalization that would help reduce inequality and empower 
workers in the global economy. 


The Limits of Globalization 


Certain trends associated with globalization appear to be shift- 
ing (McGrew and Held 2007). For example, in the wake of 
the 9/11 terrorist strikes, the U.S. government increased efforts 
to restrict immigration, and divisive religious fundamental- 
ism again became a major worldwide social force. In the early 
2000s, global trade, capital flows, and foreign investments de- 
clined as countries tried to protect their domestic industries. 
The global economic crisis of the late 2000s further dampened 
the global economy and reduced economic globalization (KOF 
Swiss Economic Institute 2011). Politically, during the George 
W. Bush administration (2001-2009), the United States fol- 
lowed a more unilateral (“go-it-alone”) 
foreign policy course, steering away from 
multilateral (coalition) efforts at com- 
bating global warming and, in the case 
of the question of whether to invade Iraq 
in 2003, away from the United Nations 
as a venue for resolving international 
disputes. Nevertheless, globalization is 
resilient and will withstand the setbacks 
caused by changing political tides and 
temporary economic downturns. 

It’s important, though, to keep glo- 
balization in perspective. Billions of 
people live in poverty and are left out 
of globalization processes. In addition, 
local, regional, and national factors still 
heavily influence a nation’s economic, 
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political, cultural, and social life. In the 
future, social life will be neither exclu-  j 
sively local nor primarily global; instead, [i 


local and global issues and concerns will 
become increasingly intermeshed. 

But the particular neoliberal poli- 
cies associated with globalization may 
be subject to reform. The criticisms 
they have drawn have sparked a diverse 
“global justice” movement. Activists are 
pursuing increased transparency (open- 
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<> Some observers believe that although 
the United States will continue to play a 
major role globally, the country’s impor- 
tance has diminished as globalization has 
empowered other nations. Do you think U.S. 
influence in world affairs will decline in the 
twenty-first century? Why or why not? 


ness) in the operations of the organizations that oversee the 
global economy, as well as a greater focus on combating pov- 
erty. Ihe real goal of these efforts to promote international 
justice, however, has been to minimize the negative effects 
of globalization on the environment—and especially on the 
world’s poor and working classes. 

These reform efforts are among a host of social movements 
promoting social change, a topic we examine later in the chap- 
ter. First, we consider another significant form of social change: 
the population shifts that are reshaping societies. 


World War II created enormous uncertainly for young Ameri- 
cans. Because many had been drafted or had volunteered to 
serve in the military, their fate was in doubt for the war’s dura- 
tion. Millions of young people put off plans to get married and 
delayed having children until the future was clearer. 

At the end of the war in 1945, the survivors of the con- 
flict were able to carry out their marriage plans. Many couples 
were soon enjoying the economic good times that followed the 
war. They could now afford to have children, and the popular 
culture of the day encouraged attention to family life. Con- 
sequently, the number of marriages increased, and the per- 
centage of childless marriages decreased. Individually, these 
people were simply starting the family life that they had put on 
hold during the war. Collectively, they 
were unintentionally creating one of the 
best-known social trends of the twen- 
tieth century: the post-World War II 
“baby boom.” 

‘The term baby boomers applies to peo- 
ple born in the postwar period roughly 
spanning 1946 to 1964, when the U.S. 
birth rate soared. Because the boomers’ 
numbers are so much greater than usual, 
this cohort of Americans has had a pow- 
erful impact on the country throughout 
their lives. When they reached college 
age, they were part of an explosion in the 
size of higher education. When they had 
children, they created a baby boomlet—a 
smaller echo of the previous generation’s 
baby boom. As they have aged and be- 
gun to retire, they are contributing to 
the “graying of America” and putting 
strains on the nation’s health care and 
Social Security systems. 

The baby boomers exemplify how so- 
cial factors—war, economic good times, 
and cultural norms—can influence per- 
sonal decisions. In turn, the changes in 
population that result from these in- 
dividual actions can ripple throughout 
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SOCIOLOGY Matters 


The U.S. Census Bureau 


_ ociology has made its way into almost every U.S. home— 
literally. That’s because many sociologists work on the 
census that is mailed to every U.S. household. Sociologists 
help to create the census questions, design the collection 
methods, and analyze the results. In these ways, sociological 
insights shape one of the best-known sources of data on popula- 
tion trends and countless other topics. 

Administered by the U.S. Census Bureau, which employs 
many sociologists, the census is conducted every ten years. Un- 
like a survey, in which information is gathered from a population 
sample, a census aims to reach every resident. The U.S. Constitu- 
tion mandates this population count to determine the number of 
seats each state is allotted in the House of Representatives. Thus 
the census has been conducted every decade since 1790. 

Over the years, the purpose of the census and the work of the 
U.S. Census Bureau have expanded significantly. Census data are 
now used to inform the allocation of billions of dollars in federal 
funds to local communities. The Census Bureau has many other 
data collection efforts that occur between the decennial census, 
including the annual American Community Survey. The informa- 
tion citizens provide is not traceable to individuals and cannot be 
used by law enforcement, the IRS, or immigration authorities. 

In addition to their use by agencies at all levels of govern- 
ment, Census Bureau data are used by sociologists and other 
social scientists who study many aspects of society; by activists 
and interest groups that advocate on behalf of certain groups, 
communities, and issues; and by businesses that study informa- 
tion such as population trends to predict changing markets and 
workforce educational levels to identify possible locations for 
new businesses. 

Sociology has affected the range of topics the Census Bureau 
studies. In 2010, data on household size, age, sex, race, and eth- 
nicity were collected through the census short form’s ten basic 
questions. Census Bureau questionnaires also explore income 
levels, employment patterns, household characteristics, business 


information, and education levels. The influence of sociology can 
be seen, too, in the Bureau’s methods. In the 1940s, Census Bu- 
reau sociologists were involved in developing the basic sampling 
and statistical analysis techniques that are now a routine part of 
political polling, consumer satisfaction surveys, and biomedical 
research. Ever since, sociologists have helped to design and re- 
fine the Census Bureau’s sampling techniques and data collection 
methods. Sociologists also analyze the data the Bureau collects, 
writing issue briefs for the Bureau, presenting scholarly papers 
at the American Sociological Association's annual meetings, and 
publishing findings in sociological journals. 

The impact of sociology on the Census Bureau is perhaps best 
symbolized by sociologist Robert Grove, Bureau director since 
2009. A former professor at the University of Michigan and the 
University of Maryland, Groves specializes in surveys and statisti- 
cal analysis. Groves has stirred controversy by advocating that 
the Census Bureau supplement the traditional census count with 
sampling techniques to more accurately reflect the number of 
hard-to-reach populations such as the homeless and poor. So 
far, Congress has opposed doing so. Groves’s tenure at the Cen- 
sus Bureau has been marked by another initiative that has been 
widely embraced: making the Bureau’s data and analyses more 
readily accessible through the Internet. Groves even maintains a 
blog to discuss his work and a range of data-related topics. Visit 
census.gov to explore a treasure trove of information about the 
country, which was designed, collected, and analyzed with the 
help of sociologists. 


think about it 


1. Have you ever filled out a census form? Did you know what the 
data would be used for? 


2. Why do you think Congress might oppose using sampling 
techniques as part of the census? 
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society for decades to come. Demography is the study of human 
population trends such as the baby boom. It considers a wide 
array of population characteristics, including rates of birth, 
marriage, household occupancy, income, and education. In the 
United States, the Census Bureau is the agency responsible for 
collecting such data. (The Sociology Matters box examines the 
role of sociologists at the Census Bureau.) Internationally, the 
United Nations is a key clearinghouse for demographic data. 

In studying human population trends, sociologists not only 
document patterns but also look for explanations as to why 
various developments occur. In this section, we examine popu- 
lation change, some social explanations for it, and the effects of 
this change on society. 


The Population Explosion 
and Its Sources 


The world is currently in the midst of a population explosion. 
The effects of this population surge are being felt globally and 
in many different ways, including as increased urbanization 
and the environmental crisis we examined in Chapter 15. 

It took all of human history—tens of thousands of years— 
for the world’s population to reach an estimated 1 billion peo- 
ple in about 1804. It rose to 2 billion people just 123 years later 
in 1927 and to 3 billion just 33 years after that, in 1960. In the 
ensuing 50 years—less than a single lifetime—the world’s pop- 
ulation has more than doubled, surpassing 7 billion in 2011. 


Population in billions 
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<> FIGURE 17.1 | WORLD POPULATION IN BILLIONS, 
1C.E. TO 2083 (PROJECTED) 
It took all of human history for the world’s population to reach an 
estimated 1 billion people in about 1804, as the graph shows. What 
happened after that milestone was reached? Source: UN Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). 


Earth’s population is projected to continue growing, though at 
a slightly slower rate, reaching 10 billion in 2083 (Figure 17.1). 

Why is the human population increasing so rapidly? You 
might think the obvious answer is that people are having more 
children than in the past. In fact, the rate at which women 
are bearing children has declined in many societies during 
the precise period in which the overall population has in- 
creased. Instead, the population explosion is due to two global 
developments. 

First, more infants are surviving into childhood and then 
into adulthood than in the past. As a result of scientific ad- 
vances and growing affluence, many infants now receive bet- 
ter nutrition and health care, factors that help them to survive 
their critical early years. Thus the population boom is, in part, 
one of the unintended consequences of scientific progress. This 
trend is measured by looking at the infant mortality rate, 
the number of infants less than a year old who die per 1,000 live 
births. In recent decades, the infant mortality rate across the 
world has been declining significantly, though unevenly. 

Second, around the world, people are 
living longer. The human lifespan has in- 
creased because of improved nutrition, 
medical care, and knowledge about the 
causes of disease and illness. Life expec- 
tancy refers to the median number of years 
a person is likely to live given the current 
conditions. This figure can be measured by 
nation, by sex, or by other subpopulations 
and can vary considerably by subpopula- 
tion even within a single country. When 
the life expectancy in a nation is low, it is a 
sign that many of its citizens are dying pre- 
maturely. Common reasons for early death 
include disease (AIDS is a major killer in 
some countries), lack of clean water, mal- 
nourishment, and famine. 
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As more infants survive into adulthood and more adults live 
longer, these two developments have combined into a power- 
ful demographic trend that fuels population growth. But this 
trend has not occurred evenly across the planet, as we next 
consider. 


The Demographic Divide 


The term demographic divide refers to the inequality in pop- 
ulation and health conditions between rich and poor countries. 
This divide includes stark differences in population growth, 
birth and death rates, and immigration patterns. 


POPULATION GROWTH For several years, the gov- 


ernment of central Russia’s Ulyanovsk region has sponsored 
“family contact day,” encouraging couples to have sex. The 
government has offered prizes, including an SUV, to couples 
who produce a baby nine months later, on June 12, Russia’s 
national day. The contest is one of many efforts by the Rus- 
sian government to stem an annual population decline of about 
700,000 (Haas 2008). 

The growth rate of a nation is the indicator that measures 
how quickly that country’s population is increasing. The growth 
rate combines two figures: the difference between births and 
deaths plus the difference between immigrants (those moving 
into a country permanently) and emigrants (those leaving a 
country permanently). In Russia, declining birth rates, high 
death rates, and significant emigration have combined to create 
a negative growth rate; the country’s population is on course to 
decline by 22 percent by 2050. All of Europe and several dozen 
other relatively wealthy countries are also experiencing unprec- 
edented negative population growth. 

Russia’s declining population contrasts starkly with trends 
in Uganda, an African nation with the world’s highest popula- 
tion growth. Uganda is projected to grow by an astounding 
263 percent by 2050. It is these vast differences in population 
growth that underlie the demographic divide. Despite high in- 
fant mortality, the world’s less developed countries continue to 
experience relatively high birth rates, resulting in high growth 
rates. The contrast in population trends between wealthier and 
poorer countries means that a greater per- 
centage of the world’s people live in less de- 
veloped regions than in the past, and this 
trend is projected to continue. By 2050 
roughly nine out of ten people will inhabit 
less developed—and therefore poorer— 
regions (Figure 17.2 on the next page). 

Differences in growth rates can be seen 
in a country’s population pyramid, a bar 
chart that shows the distribution of a popula- 
tion by age and sex. The population struc- 
ture of a country with a high birth rate 
will be a pyramid shape, showing the large 
number of young people who account for 
the high population growth. By contrast, 
the population structure of a country with 
a more modest birth rate will be the shape 
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a FIGURE 17.2 | POPULATION GROWTH IN MORE, LESS 
DEVELOPED REGIONS, 1950-2080 (PROJECTED) 


Source: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). 
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of a pillar, showing a balanced replacement of the population. 
As Figure 17.3 illustrates, the population structures in less 
versus more developed regions of the world are conspicuously 
different. 

High population growth in the world’s less developed re- 
gions contributes to poor health conditions. For example, al- 
though less than 3 percent of people in developed nations are 
malnourished, that figure climbs to 18 percent in developing 
countries, 35 percent in the world’s least developed nations, 
and over 60 percent in some sub-Saharan countries in Africa 


(Population Reference Bureau 2008). 
BIRTH AND DEATH RATES The most significant 


element of a country’s growth rate is the difference between its 

birth and death rates. The crude birth rate is the number of 
live births per 1,000 people in a population. Similarly, the crude 

death rate is the number of deaths per 1,000 people in a popu- 
lation. These are rough (or “crude”) figures because they are 

based on the population as a whole rather than taking into ac- 

count the number of women of childbearing age (for birth rate) 

or the overall age distribution (for death rate). 
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es FIGURE 17.3 | WORLD POPULATION STRUCTURES BY REGIONAL LEVEL OF DEVELOPMENT, 2010 


These two bar graphs show the distribution of a population by age and sex for more developed countries and regions (left) and 
less developed countries and regions (right). Source: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (201). 


CORE CONCEPTS CHALLENGE 


> What is the significance of these different population structures? How will the future of these regions differ in a 


coming years? 


TABLE 17.2 


BIRTH, DEATH, MIGRATION, AND POPULATION CHANGE BY REGION, 2005-2010 


Projected Population 


Crude Crude Net Migration Increase or Decrease 
Birth Rate Death Rate Rate 2010-2050 
World average 20 8 =-- +35.0% 
Moredevelopedregions = ot fe es eee $6.19 
Lessdevelopedregions = 2k cp Oe a +41.2% 
Deeetaeveloped Eodaties 34 nN ae es ome 
Rshica Doibsibirs i 36. | 12 =i +114.4% 
Asia — | 19 ee eae ey | fo) +23.5% 
Eiaope) 10 Bains noid ins » n nN 2 = De. 
Latin America/Caribbearn 1g, 5 ee 427.3% 
North America ia 8 my $29.7% 
Oceania 18 7 @ +50.9% 


Crude birth rate = births per 1,000 population 

Crude death rate = deaths per 1,000 population 

Net migration rate = migrations per 1,000 population 
Population change = percent of population 


*Oceania refers to a region in the Pacific Ocean that includes Australia, Papua New Guinea, New Zealand, and numerous other Pacific islands. 


Source: UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011). 


As shown in Table 17.2, crude birth and death rates vary 
substantially around the globe. Most strikingly, Africa’s crude 
birth rate is more than triple that of Europe, part of a broader 
trend in which less developed nations have higher birth rates 
than wealthier nations. 

Death rates also vary worldwide. Africa has the highest 
death rate, largely due to its high infant mortality and poor 
health conditions. Europe has a relatively high death rate (ow- 
ing to its aging population) and low birth rate; consequently, 
the continent’s native-born population has fallen. 


IMMIGRATION AND EMIGRATION A coun- 
trys population growth is also affected by migration, the 
movement of people from one place to another. Table 17.2 shows 
significant variation in the migration rates of different regions 
around the world, with people moving from less developed to 
more developed countries. Migration is an example of a so- 
cial trend in which people respond individually to social forces 
and, by doing so, collectively create social change. 

The primary reason people move to another country is eco- 
nomic opportunity. The search for economic betterment is also 
the most important “pull” factor that attracts people to certain 
countries. Another significant “pull” is the presence of relatives 
in another country. But certain “push” factors also drive people 
away from their homelands, including war, violence, political 


oppression, instability, and disasters such as droughts, famines, 
and typhoons. 

Recall from this chapter’s opening vignette that immigra- 
tion is a major issue in the United States today. Even so, a 
smaller percentage of the U.S. population is foreign born than 
in some other countries (Figure 17.4). Today, about one out of 
eight people living in the United States (13 percent) was born 
in another country, a figure projected to increase to nearly one 
out of five (20 percent) by 2050. Indeed, a significant por- 
tion of the population growth in the United States and other 
wealthy nations today comes from immigrants’ movement to 
these countries. Because of its mounting immigration rate, and 
because its birth rate is higher than Europe’s, the United States 
has avoided the sorts of population losses that have affected 
many European nations. If current trends continue, 82 per- 
cent of the population increase in the United States between 
2005 and 2050 will be due to immigrants and their U.S.-born 
descendants (Passel and Cohn 2008). This trend will have a 
major impact on education, politics, media, and other aspects 
of social life. 


AGING NATIONS One side effect of increased life- 
spans and declining birth rates is that many of the world’s 
wealthier nations are aging rapidly. By 2050 at least one out 
of five residents of the United States, China, Russia, Japan, 
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A FIGURE 17.4 | FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION 

AS PERCENT OF TOTAL POPULATION, SELECT 
COUNTRIES, 2007 

The percentage of foreign-born individuals in the populations of 
different countries varies widely. How does the United States com- 
pare with other countries in this regard? Source: OECD Factbook 2010. 


Germany, France, and Britain will be over sixty-five years old; 
in Japan, that figure will be one in three (Haas 2008). In 2000, 
72 million people worldwide were aged eighty years or older; 
by 2010 that number had ballooned to 105 million, and by 
2050 it is projected to jump to 402 million (UN Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division 2011). 
An aging population is associated with a variety of social 
phenomena. A “bulge” in the number of young people within 
a population is associated with increases in crime and political 
violence, so an aging population may serve as a counterbalance 
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to these problems. At the same time, however, an aging popu- 
lation means a rising percentage of workers who are retired and 
need expensive health care and other social services, a situation 
that puts enormous economic strain on governments. 

In the United States, the “graying of America” will present 
the nation with notable challenges (Haas 2008; Munnell and 
Sass 2008). For example, as baby boomers retire, the nation 
faces the problem of fewer younger workers supporting the 
benefits of a larger number of retirees. In 1995, when the oldest 
boomers were forty-nine, there were four workers under the 
age of fifty for every worker aged fifty or older; by 2008 that 
ratio had been reduced to about 2.5 to 1. With fewer workers 
paying into Social Security, the system has had to adjust ben- 
efits to stay solvent. It has reduced benefits and delayed the re- 
tirement age at which workers receive full benefits. This means 
fewer jobs for younger workers. 

In addition, increased life expectancy has meant that many 
older Americans are living longer and suffering from the 
chronic illnesses typical of old age. The growing number of 
older Americans is driving up demand for health services and 
senior housing and causing a significant redeployment of medi- 
cal facilities and resources to care for this aging population. 

Other challenges facing a graying United States are more 
cultural. In the past, aging Americans often were isolated from 
mainstream life. But as their life expectancy increases and their 
health prospects improve, seniors’ social role is in transition. 
Older Americans are healthier and more vigorous than pre- 
vious generations, and many are enjoying active retirements. 
Some are even pursuing “encore careers” doing community 
service work. 


The Threat of 
Overpopulation: The 
Neo-Malthusian View 


The historian and political economist Thomas Robert Malthus 
published a book in 1798 arguing that the human population 
was growing faster than the available food supply. Although 
the details of his arguments are out of date, the insight that 
Earth’s population growth is unsustainable remains relevant. 
A more contemporary analysis, known as the neo-Malthusian 
perspective, warns that human overpopulation is threatening the 
planet. As evidence, supporters of this perspective point to en- 
vironmental degradation, the rampant consumption pursued 
by wealthier nations, and high birth rates in poorer nations 
(Erlich 1968/1986). Such trends are unsustainable over time. 
The massive food shortages that Malthus and his later followers 
predicted were delayed by advances in agriculture, sometimes 
referred to as the “green revolution,” but such technological 
advances cannot be maintained indefinitely. The dynamic of 
growth outpacing the supply of natural resources remains in 
effect. 

To help correct ecological imbalances between the planet’s 
population and its resources, neo-Malthusians support the em- 
powerment of women. They maintain that women should have 
the right to make their own reproductive decisions, and they 


advocate the widespread availability and use of contraceptives. 
In addition, neo-Malthusians argue for a curb on rampant 
consumption and waste in wealthier societies. 

What happens when the population grows at an unsustain- 
able pace? Simply put, people die prematurely. In the world’s 
poorer nations, infants and children are already dying at a 
frightening rate because they lack access to basic nutrition and 
medical care. Inequality and poverty are at the heart of this 
situation, but high birth rates make it 
worse. In such countries, nearly one out 
of five children dies before age five, usu- 
ally because of poverty-related conditions 
such as malnutrition and illnesses that 
could have been easily prevented (World 
Health Organization 2005b). 


Demographic 
Transition 


The threat of overpopulation should 
lessen as wealthier nations achieve nega- 
tive growth and as more resources are 
put into stemming population growth in 
poorer countries. In fact, the rate of overall population growth 
globally has eased in recent years. This development is con- 
sistent with demographic transition theory, which suggests 
that a society’s population patterns are decisively influenced by its 
level of affluence and its adoption of new technology. The the- 
ory originally focused on technological development but has 
evolved to reflect the fact that other factors associated with 
affluence—especially education and changing social norms— 
influence population patterns. 

Although nations vary considerably and there are exceptions 
to this model, human societies have tended to move through 
four demographic stages. First, societies experienced high 
birth and death rates, a pattern yielding little overall change in 
population. In preindustrial societies throughout history, high 
death rates were the result of poor nutrition and hygiene, lack 
of knowledge about illness and disease, and the general dif- 
ficulty of human survival. Because death rates were so high, 
people had no incentive to reduce birth rates. In fact, most 
cultures placed a high value on fertility, and families had large 
numbers of children as a source of needed labor in agricultural 
societies—and as insurance of survival. 

Second, those societies that industrialized reduced their 
death rates at all age levels. Industrialization contributed to 
greater affluence, which in 

turn allowed for better nu- 
trition and more sanitary 

on social theory living conditions. The sci- 
Demographic transition entific advances that led 
theory suggests that population to industrialization also 
patterns are affected by affluence contributed to expanded 


and the adoption of new k ee b ; 
technology. What features of OR PE SRA YOURE 
tion, sanitation, and dis- 


functionalist theory are reflected 
in this analysis? ease. With the spread of 
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such understanding and the adoption of healthier practices, in- 
fant mortality declined and adult illnesses became less deadly. 
But limited birth control options, along with cultural norms 
that discouraged contraception, kept birth rates high. Because 
the death rate declined while birth rates remained high, popu- 
lations ballooned. 

Third, as cultural norms changed and people developed 
more knowledge about and options for family planning— 
and as societies amassed the resources 
needed to make contraception widely 
available—the birth rate gradually de- 
clined and the rate of population increase 
slowed. Fourth, societies achieved zero 
population growth—a balance between 
birth rates and death rates, which main- 
tains stable population numbers. 

About a third of the world’s societ- 
ies—the affluent nations—have moved 
through these stages and are in or ap- 
proaching the fourth stage. They are 
growing at relatively modest rates or re- 
ducing their population in some cases. 
The remaining nations are mostly in the 
second stage and are contributing to the 
continuing increase in the global population. 


Explaining the Demographic 
Divide 

The social structure of a society influences birth rates. In ag- 
ricultural societies, large families are highly valued since they 
provide labor for work on farms and in fields. Influenced by 
these structural conditions, agricultural societies have devel- 
oped cultural norms that place great value—and confer high 
status—on large families. 

As less developed nations industrialize, however, the cul- 
tural preference for large families begins to outlive its struc- 
tural usefulness. Today, young people in such countries often 
work in factories, bringing needed income to the family from 
that source (as they did when Western nations first industrial- 
ized), but big families are not the economic asset they once 
were. In wealthier industrialized societies, in fact, having a 
large number of children is considered an expensive liability 
rather than an economic asset, and families feel pressure to re- 
duce their reproduction rate. In this way, social structure and 
cultural norms interact to influence individual action. 

The interaction of socioeconomic and cultural factors also 
influences growth rates. For example, the relative afHuence of 
wealthy societies is associated with improved education, which 
in turn results in a more informed population and expanded 
access to effective birth control. In contrast, people in poorer 
societies are less likely to have access to reproductive health ser- 
vices and accurate information about family planning. Because 
more affluent societies also tend to have greater gender equality, 
women in such societies have more power to make their own 
decisions about reproduction. As women gain such rights, they 


asueys uoljejndog 


483 


Social Change: Globalization, Population, and Social Movements 


CHAPTER 17 


484 


tend to decide to have smaller families—or no children at all. 
Thus, increased affluence, higher levels of education, women’s 
rights, and access to and cultural acceptance of birth control 
all contribute to lower birth rates. Securing equal rights for 
women is an example of the sorts of issues that spawn social 


movements, our next topic. 


Movements 


As we have seen, many social changes are unintentional and 
unanticipated. In this section, though, we examine efforts by 
people to promote change deliberately by participating in social 
movements. 


Understanding Social 
Movements 


On December 1, 1955, seamstress Rosa Parks was riding home 
on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, when the driver told her to 
give up her seat for a white passenger and to move to the back 
in accordance with local segregation laws (Loeb 1999; Morris 
1984). Tired from a long day at work, Parks refused—and was 
arrested. Her spontaneous act of individual defiance sparked 
the ensuing Montgomery bus boycott, a pivotal event in and 
catalyst for the U.S. civil rights movement. 

At least, that is the usual story told about 
this famous incident. However, the real Rosa 
Parks and the actual bus boycott were more 
complicated, and they illustrate some com- 
mon elements of social movement campaigns. 

Parks’s resistance did not happen without 
preparation. Parks was a civil rights activ- 
ist. For over a decade, she had been active 
in a local chapter of the National Associa- 
tion for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), the leading civil rights group of 
the time, and had been mentored by E. D. 
Nixon, a labor union leader. A few months 
before her arrest, she had attended a ten-day 
training program at a labor and civil rights 
organizing school, where she had met like- 
minded activists and discusssed recent civil 
rights cases with them, including previous 
bus boycotts. 

Shortly before Parks’s arrest, the local 
NAACP had planned to challenge bus seg- 
regation in Montgomery using the case of 
Claudette Colvin, who had also been arrested 
for refusing to move to the back of the bus. 
Colvin’s name is now largely lost to history; 
since she was unmarried and pregnant, the 


NAACP decided she would not be the right person to repre- 
sent the message of their campaign. Rosa Parks, on the other 
hand, was perfect. Hardworking, dedicated, and churchgoing, 
she became the campaign’s symbol—and an icon in the civil 
rights movement. 

Parks could not have achieved change on her own. The 
power of the movement came from collective action by thou- 
sands of people. The local Women’s Political Council took the 
lead in printing and distributing flyers encouraging a boycott. 
The newly formed Montgomery Improvement Association 
pooled money, automobiles, and all the resources necessary to 
sustain a year-long bus boycott. A young, relatively unknown 
preacher who was new in town and had not made any enemies 
was chosen to lead this group: Martin Luther King, Jr. The 
NAACP took on the legal challenge and eventually won the 
court case that settled the dispute and ended segregation on 
Montgomery’s buses. 

The real story of the Montgomery bus boycott features many 
aspects of social movement activism that are familiar to soci- 
ologists (Bobo, Kendall, and Max 2001; Della Porta and Diani 
2006; Jasper 1997; McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996; Tar- 
row 2011; Tilly 2004a). Successful movements need to develop 
a clear message; have effective organizations that can recruit 
members, mobilize resources, nurture new leaders, and draw 
upon experienced activists; and be persistent, because most of 
their efforts fail until the right opportunities come along. De- 
spite difficult odds, successful movements by ordinary citizens 
can help to make history—a topic explored in the Through a 
Sociological Lens box. 


AN In 1956, Montgomery bus boycott organizers used local churches for mass meetings 
such as this one to communicate with, organize, and encourage solidarity among 
thousands of African Americans. The meetings, an integral part of the civil rights 
movement, drew upon many aspects of black church culture, including religious songs, 
Bible readings, and speeches from pastors. 


THROUGH A SQCIOLOGICAL “ens 


“Making Life” and “Making History” 


he understanding that people create society is a basic prin- 

ciple of sociology. The idea that ordinary citizens should 

have both the right and the power to change society is 

the essence of democracy. An interesting thread connects 
sociology, democracy, and social change—a thread examined by 
sociologist Richard Flacks. 

Flacks, a leader in the student and antiwar movements of 
the 1960s, became a sociologist and later wrote Making History, 
a now-classic book about social change. In the tradition of 
C. Wright Mills’s analysis of the relationship between biography 
and history, Flacks highlights the difference between what he 
calls “making life” and “making history.” 

Most of us, most of the time, spend our time and energy 
“making life.” We do household chores, shop, go to school or 
work, study, care for our families, enjoy leisure, pursue our 
hobbies—all the things we need to do to survive and to maintain 
and develop ourselves and our dependents. 

“Making history” is different in that it involves the survival, 
maintenance, and development of society, not just individuals. 
More specifically, Flacks (1988) says, “Making history is the activ- 
ity that influences the conditions and terms of everyday life of a 
collectivity” (p. 3). In other words, making history influences the 
rules that govern everyday life for groups of people. If Congress 
votes to provide publicly funded daycare, if corporate executives 
close down a factory in your hometown, if students come to- 
gether to successfully resist a tuition increase, each of these acts 
changes the terms and conditions under which people live—and 
each is thus making history. 

History making is usually associated with those who have 
considerable power. In fact, Flacks argues that we can think of 
power as “the capacity to make history” (p. 5). People in power- 
ful positions—such as political leaders and major corporate 
executives—make history as a routine part of their daily work 
lives. For them, “making life” and “making history” overlap sub- 
stantially. The more that power is concentrated in the hands of 
such elites, the more that ordinary people feel like the objects of 
historical forces acting upon them, and the more powerless they 
feel to make history. 

In fact, for most of us, history making is usually beyond our 
reach; we focus instead on making life. Democracy, though, is the 


oS REI 


Defining Social Movements 


Why don’t corporate executives ever march in the streets hold- 
ing picket signs? The answer is simple: they don’t need to. Pow- 
erful executives have more conventional avenues by which to 
pursue their goals, such as hiring lobbyists, making campaign 
contributions, and networking with political officials. In the 
recent economic downturn, for example, U.S. corporations re- 


idea that power should not be highly centralized in the hands of 
elites. Instead, democratic ideals suggest that ordinary citizens 
should have power and ultimately rule. A healthy democratic 
system is routinely responsive to people’s wishes, generally car- 
rying out the will of the people through elections, referenda, and 
other mechanisms. This democratic ideal is in fact a radical no- 
tion that challenges the concentrated power of elites wherever it 
exists—in local communities, universities, workplaces, corporate 
boardrooms, or the halls of political power. 

Much of U.S. history has been driven by the tension between 
the ideal of democracy and a reality that has fallen far short. 
Democratic rhetoric, however, was and is inspirational, and it has 
motivated generations of social movement activists who have 
worked to change U.S. society so that it more closely resembles 
the democratic ideal. 

But participation in social movements can be stressful, 
because social movement activists often carry out the task of 
“making history” at the expense of “making life.” Participation 
in a social movement can require major commitments of time 
and energy, and sometimes dedicated activists neglect friends, 
family, jobs, and other relationships. Since this level of commit- 
ment is difficult to sustain in the long term, social movement 
activism often occurs in bursts. For a relatively short period 
of time, people will give priority to “making history,” and an 
upturn of activism will result. But because the mundane re- 
sponsibilities of “making life” eventually must be attended to, 
the higher level of commitment that activism requires becomes 
unsustainable over the long haul for many people. Nonetheless, 
these bursts of heightened social movement activity—lasting 
from days to a few years—can leave a permanent mark on social 
life. They “make history.” 


think about it 


1. How do “making life” and “making history” differ in sociological 
terms? 


2. In what specific ways can you, as an ordinary citizen, get involved 
in “making history”? 


ce hee 


ceived hundreds of billions of dollars in taxpayer-funded assis- 
tance without needing to take to the streets to ask for it. 

Most people do not command such significant resources. 
The halls of power are not routinely open to them, so when 
normal political channels fail, they must find other ways to be 
heard. One such mechanism is social movements. 

Social movements are organized, ongoing collective efforts by 
relatively powerless people engaging in extrainstitutional action 
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to promote or resist change. That formal definition highlights 
several characteristics that distinguish social movements from 
other forms of social and political action. For example, move- 
ments are organized and ongoing; they are not just spontane- 
ous one-time actions (as might be the case, say, with a riot). 
Movements are collective; they are not just courageous acts by 
individuals or the cumulative effect of individual actions (as 
with a social trend). 

The single biggest distinction between social movements 
and other kinds of politics is that social movement activists use 
extrainstitutional tactics—measures that are outside the regu- 
lar, routine political processes of voting, lobbying, or making 
campaign contributions, for example. Extrainstitutional tactics 
include everything from boycotts and nonviolent street demon- 
strations to armed insurrection. The participants use such tactics 
because they typically lack access to routine channels of power 
and thus are relatively powerless compared to their opponents. 
At the turn of the twentieth century, for example, women agitat- 
ing for the right to vote were shut out of mainstream politics and 
relied on unconventional tactics to advance their cause. 

Movements can mobilize either to promote or to resist 
change. In fact, often a social movement will face off against 
a countermovement, as in the longstanding clash between the 
“pro-life” and “pro-choice” movements over abortion. The 
type, level, and degree of change that movements promote or 
resist all vary: 


u The type of change being advocated or resisted can range from 
particular government policies (such as laws restricting gun 
ownership), to institutional practices (outsourcing of jobs), to 
cultural norms or behaviors (reducing drunk driving). 


@ The level of change at issue can vary from local concerns 
(teacher layoffs), to national issues (immigration reform), to 
global dynamics (war). 


m The degree of change being advocated can involve every- 
thing from mild reform addressing a specific problem 
within the existing social system (banning smoking in 
public buildings) to complete social and political transfor- 
mation (as sometimes occurs in civil wars). 


In many cases, participants in social movements engage in 
conventional political action, such as voting and lobbying, in 
addition to their other activities on the movement’s behalf. The 
line between social movement activism and conventional po- 
litical participation can therefore be blurry. As well, many so- 
cial movements have advocates within the political system. For 
example, Tea Party activists, in addition to holding demonstra- 
tions and other events, work with supporters in the Republican 
Party’s conservative wing. These two elements are often mutu- 
ally beneficial, as social movement agitation pressures elected 
officials and makes it possible for allies within the system to 
move an agenda forward. Support from insiders gives legiti- 
macy to activists’ efforts and helps ensure that their cause gets 
serious consideration (Meyer 2006). 

Another major distinguishing feature of social movements is 
that they involve advocacy for social change—such as the passage 
of specific legislation or the enactment of institutional policies— 
rather than the provision of charity or social services (Table 17.3). 
For example, a homeless shelter might provide vital services that 
meet the immediate needs of those without a home. However, 
such short-term relief does not change the underlying conditions 
that created homelessness in the first place, such as the scarcity 
of low-income housing and the lack of adequate jobs that pay a 
living wage. Although social services are essential, making long- 
term improvements requires tackling the underlying cause of a 
given social problem, not just treating the symptoms. 

This distinction is important because it helps explain the 
often different dynamics involved in social movements as op- 
posed to social services or charities. Because social movements 
seek to change structural, institutional, or cultural conditions, 
they inevitably come into conflict with those resisting this 
change. This struggle is ultimately about power. 


Power, Conflict, and Social 
Movements 


Social movements typically face the dilemma that those who 
support (or resist) change through a social movement have lit- 
tle power, whereas those who have power and benefit from the 


TABLE17.3. SOCIAL SERVICE AND SOCIAL CHANGE 


Social Services/Charitable Efforts 


Social Change 


Primary goalisto... Meet immediate needs 


Change structural conditions, 
underlying causes of a problem, or 
the balance of power 


Focus of activities ison.. 


Providing a direct service (often aimed at individuals) 


Structural, institutional, or cultural 
change ° 


Parties involved include... 
volunteer) 


Client (recipient of goods and/or services) 


A service provider (for example, social worker, expert, 


Change advocates and supporters 


“Target” group or institution (suggests 
conflict is likely) 


ee 


current social structure generally resist movement efforts. As a 
result, when ordinary people advance their cause through so- 
cial movements, they come into conflict with people in power. 
The conflict might be minimal and brief, or it might be violent 
and long-lasting. However, if conflict does not occur—if ev- 
eryone already agrees on the issue at hand—then there is no 
social change. 

A letter written in 1849 by Frederick Douglass (2003), the 
former slave and abolitionist leader, famously expresses this 
point. In his poetic prose, Douglass presents a sociological 
analysis of the role of power in enforcing order, and of ordinary 
people’s potential to challenge that power: 


If there is no struggle there is no progress. Those who profess to 
favor freedom, and yet depreciate agitation, are men who want 
crops without plowing up the ground. They want rain without 
thunder and lightning. . . . Power concedes nothing without 
a demand. It never did and it never will. Find out just what 
people will submit to, and you have found the exact amount 
of injustice and wrong which will be imposed upon them; and 
these will continue until they are resisted with either words or 


blows, or with both (p. 42) 


As was the case with Douglass’ fight against slavery, social 
movement organizers face daunting odds. By their nature, 
these movements are efforts by underdogs with little obvious 
power to challenge entrenched and powerful interests. Given 
this situation, it is not surprising that the vast majority of these 
efforts fail to achieve their stated aims. Yet sometimes social 
movements succeed and spark significant social change, often 
overcoming enormous odds. How is this possible? 

As we saw in Chapter 5, power is the ability to bring about 
an intended outcome, even when it is opposed by others. Power 
is thus a social dynamic rather than a “thing” to be possessed. 
For a person or group to be given power over others, people 
must be convinced, rewarded, or threatened into obeying. But 
obedience is not inevitable; it is voluntary and can be with- 
drawn. So ordinary people have more power then they realize, 
because the orderly functioning of society requires their tacit 
cooperation to continue. This threat that noncompliance will 
disrupt a part of society is a major element of social movements’ 
power. By organizing—coordinating and directing the efforts of 
many individuals to work for a cause—activists pool the power 
of individuals into a substantial collective force for change. 

Those in positions of power who are being targeted by a spe- 
cific social movement can resist in various ways. First, they can 
often prevail simply by relying on cultural norms and routines. 
For example, they might take advantage of the fact that most 
people have been socialized to “follow the rules” and “not rock 
the boat” and know that individuals generally do not want to 
take risks, be seen as deviant, or look foolish. To encourage 
compliant behavior, people in power often give activists labels 
with a negative social stigma, such as “outside agitators,” “ex- 
tremists,” “romantic idealists,” “troublemakers,” “politically 
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The women’s suffrage movement of the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries succeeded in 1920 with the 
ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, 
which prohibited states from restricting women’s right to vote. 
In its day, however, the suffrage movement was ridiculed by 
critics, who, as in the cartoon here, often stigmatized women 
as unnaturally neglectful of their proper role as homemakers 
for wanting to participate in politics. Today, women’s right to 
vote is often taken for granted and women are central to the 
electoral process. Here, college students participating in the 
NAACP’s “Vote Hard” campaign encourage people to vote in 
Alabama. 


correct,’ “radicals,” and “terrorists.” Similarly, those in power 
can encourage common attitudes of cynicism, fatalism, or apa- 
thy, all of which discourage activism and are thus useful in 


thinking about 


power 


Name two or three present-day social movements that are seeking change. 
What are the activists’ goals? What gives these movements their power? 
How successful do you think they have been? 
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preventing change. Activists often counter this tactic by link- 
ing their efforts to mainstream cultural values (democracy, 
freedom, justice, God) or by affirming a positive countercul- 
ture that promotes solidarity. Sometimes they even appropriate 
a “deviant” label once used against them, as in the case of the 
gay rights chant, “We're queer, we're here; get used to it.” 

Second, those in power can use material or political sanc- 
tions either to reward or punish individual activists. They can 
try to co-opt opponents—lure the activists to their side—by 
using rewards such as job offers or promotions, grants, and 
concessions on smaller issues. Or they can threaten to pun- 
ish activists by, for example, firing them, expelling them from 
school, or fining them. Often merely the hreat of such action 
is enough to secure compliance. In response, activists typically 
stress the importance of solidarity for success, try to protect 
individuals, and discourage the co-opting of members. 

Third, as a last resort, those in power can use physical con- 
trol, including arrests, beatings, and even the execution of in- 
dividuals who participate in social movements. In opposing a 
movement's efforts, those in power must often be careful not 
to overreact and respond in an overly aggressive manner that 
might generate additional support for the movement. For their 
part, activists must reduce fears of participating in the move- 
ment—for example, by using Internet videos to publicize suc- 
cessful demonstrations by activists. 


Movement Actors 


Community organizers—activists who organize people to ad- 
dress local problems—have long noted that there are two basic 
sources of power: money and people. Powerful elites have few 
people among their ranks, but they do have lots of money and 
other resources with which to carry out their agendas. Social 
movements, on the other hand, may not have piles of money, 
but they have the potential to organize many people into 
a powerful force—and in this way to change the balance of 
power. To succeed, they need to develop viable organizations 
to coordinate their members’ action. 

Movements are usually made up of a number of different 
social movement organizations. For example, two of the most 
prominent social movement organizations within the human 
rights movement are Amnesty International and Human 
Rights Watch. The organizations that compose a movement 
usually have different goals, audiences, and tactics. But all 
such organizations must operate on a field that includes three 
groups of actors: supporters, opponents, and bystanders. 

Supporters assist a movement and can be either activists, the 
core staff and volunteers who are directly involved in plan- 
ning and carrying out the organization’s goals, or adherents, 
those who agree with and occasionally assist the movement’s 
efforts but with less intensity than the core activist supporters. 
A movement's opponents include the target group, the individu- 
als and organizations that are being pressured, as well as any 
countermovements, social movements that have organized to 
oppose the movement's efforts. Finally, in any given conflict, 
the vast majority of people are uninvolved bystanders, indi- 
viduals with little or no stake in the outcome and who often 


know little or nothing about the issues. Nevertheless, bystand- 
ers play a potentially pivotal role, because the resolution of 
any conflict depends on whether they get involved, and, if 
they do, which side they support. It is especially important 
for social movements to enlist the support of bystanders since 
movements typically have less power in the conflict; with little 
money, they can win only by expanding their numbers. Those 
in power usually want to contain the conflict, not to expand it 
to include bystanders. 


Movement Success: Message, 
Resources, and Opportunity 


Sociologists highlight three important ingredients for social 
movement success: an effective message, adequate resources, and 
opportunity in the form of a favorable political environment. 


FRAMING: ARTICULATING THE MESSAGE 
AND FORGING A COLLECTIVE IDENTITY 
Are proposed cuts to the education budget a sensible step to- 
ward fiscal responsibility or an assault on students’ future? In 
answering such a question, social movement activists engage 
in framing, interpreting and assigning meaning to events and 
conditions in order to shape a movement's message and the collec- 
tive identity that develops among members. In framing issues and 
events, social movement activists try to mobilize support for 
their cause by communicating with the public (Johnston and 
Noakes 2005; Snow and Benford 1988). 

A movement must communicate by framing the issue it is 
addressing in a way that is consistent with its goals (Snow et al. 
1986). In particular, to be successful, a movement must 


m Persuade people to see the condition they are concerned 
about as an injustice 


mw Advance a viable alternative 


m Convince people that they are responsible for and capable 
of affecting change 


Social movements attempt to spread these messages to the 
general public through one-on-one organizing, public events, 
and their web sites, as well as by mainstream media coverage. 

Further, movements encourage the development of a collec- 
tive identity through an organizational culture that involves 
shared values, music, logos, t-shirts, 
literature, and knowledge 
of movement history. A 
strong collective identity 
can be a crucial means of 
promoting solidarity and 
the willingness to sacri- 
fice on behalf of a cause, 
both of which are essen- 
tial if a movement is to be 
effective. 
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on social theory 


Framing originates in the work of 
symbolic interactionist, Erving 
Goffman (1974). How does a 
movement's need to frame issues 
reflect the basic insights of this 
theoretical perspective? 


RESOURCE MOBILIZATION Resource mobili- 


zation is the process by which social movements generate the assets 


necessary to build and sustain the movement. This process, which 
is vital to the movement's success, includes raising money, re- 
cruiting members, developing tactics and strategies, finding 
people with necessary skills, and training leaders (McCarthy 
and Zald 1977). 

The likelihood of a person’s being successfully mobilized by 
a social movement is influenced by his or her structural loca- 
tion. Individuals are more likely to join a social movement ef- 


fort if they 


m@ Have prior contact with a movement activist, which pro- 
vides a personal connection and a social incentive for 
participation 

m Belong to other—even nonmovement—organizations, 
because such affiliations make them more likely to léarn 
about movement issues and events and come into contact 
with activists 


m@ Have few personal constraints, such as childrearing re- 
sponsibilities, marriage, and full-time employment (parents 
acting specifically to protect the future of their children are 
an exception) 


Middle-class college students typically have relatively high 
rates of participation in social movements. Why? Many often 
have few personal constraints, are involved in other organiza- 
tions and activities, and live on campus—a common setting 
for social movement organization and mobilization. 


POLITICAL OPPORTUNITY The environment in 


which a social movement operates can be critical to the suc- 
cess—or failure—of a movement (Jasper and Goodwin 2011; 
Tilly 2004a). Political opportunities are the factors outside 
a social movement that can influence whether it emerges and is 
successful. 

Sometimes a dramatic event can create political opportuni- 
ties. For example, the 2011 earthquake and tsunami that led 
to the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear crisis in Japan created a po- 
litical opportunity for antinuclear power activists in Germany 
who had long warned of the dangers of nuclear power. Ger- 
many later adopted a plan to phase out its nuclear power plants 
by 2022. 

External actors can also affect a movement's success or fail- 
ure. A government, for example, can repress a movement, ig- 
nore it, or accommodate some of its demands, each of which 
will affect the movement differently. If a government is divided 
internally, movement activists are more likely to find political 
opportunities in aligning with allies within the halls of power. 

The mainstream media are also external players with the po- 
tential to exercise considerable influence over the outcome of a 
movement's efforts. Media coverage, along with social media 
messages, can help mobilize support and protect activists from 
violent government repression. 

Finally, other social movement organizations can have an 
impact on the results of a movement's efforts. Countermove- 
ments can effectively undermine support for a movement. On 
the other hand, other organizations within a movement can 
often be allies in a broader struggle. 


a™ : 

¢> A Russian police officer attempts to cover the camera lens 

of a journalist reporting on the arrest (by plainclothes police) of 
demonstrators protesting the inauguration of Russia’s new 
president in 2008. Why would authorities want to suppress media 
coverage of demonstrations? What do they risk when they restrict 
media access? 


Movement Stages 


Each social movement is unique, with its own dynamics and 
processes. However, successful movements tend to follow a cy- 
clical pattern of birth, growth, success, and decline (Tarrow 
2011; Taylor 1989). Movements often begin at the margins of 
society when a few activists—who are often influenced by ear- 
lier movement efforts—start raising an issue. These efforts at- 
tract the attention of a few others who are sympathetic to the 
cause. Over time, these contacts among individuals become 
routine, and the early activists create a social movement orga- 
nization to coordinate and fund a movement campaign. 

Most movements end at this stage, with an ineffectual or- 
ganization that eventually disbands. But in some cases, so- 
cial movement organizations grow, drawing more supporters, 
creating a more coherent collective identity, and clarifying 
positiens on the issues. As the movement builds, it can make 
substantial—though typically partial—progress toward achiev- 
ing its goals. 

Eventually, though, the movement declines. Sometimes his- 
torical events overtake the movement and make the issue it is 
addressing a lower priority. Sometimes opponents can effec- 
tively respond to movement challenges through co-optation, 
accommodation, or repression. Sometimes, ironically, decline 
comes about because of success. When a movement succeeds 
at least partially in achieving a primary goal, that success can 
eliminate a unifying focus for its members and make it vulner- 
able to fragmentation and infighting over new goals and pri- 
orities. Also, a sudden surge in growth of the movement can 
change its composition, culture, and internal dynamics, plant- 
ing the seeds for its disintegration. Finally, the movement dis- 
bands entirely or enters a period of retrenchment sustained by 
a handful of committed activists, with minimal support and 
activity. These remnants of past movements can often be a re- 
source for the emergence of new movements. 
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The Impact of Social 
Movements on 
Culture, Structure, 
and Power 


Movement activism is a central mechanism 
for social change. It takes ideas that often 
originate at the margins of society and incor- 
porates them into mainstream society, some- 
times changing culture, social structures, 
and power relations. Many of the basic rights 
and privileges we enjoy are the result of the 
struggles of activists who came before us. 

At first, new ideas about how social life 
should be organized can seem so foreign to 
common experience that the people who 
support them are not taken seriously. Over- 
throwing British rule in the North American 
colonies, abolishing slavery, establishing the 
forty-hour work week, ensuring equal rights 
for women, providing free public education, 
ensuring access to safe and legal contracep- 
tives, reducing air and water pollution—all 
seemed absurd at one time, and advocates 
for these causes were ignored or ridiculed. 
As movements advancing such ideas gain 
momentum, those resisting change often 
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A successful social movement can help change a society’s cultural values. Advocates of 
same-sex marriage, for example, have gradually succeeded in making their ideas more 
acceptable to each successive generation. By 2011, “Millenials” were twice as likely to 
support same-sex marriage as the “Silent Generation.” Source: “Ten Years of Changing Attitudes 
on Gay Marriage,” Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, © 2011, Pew Research Center. http:// 


www.pewforum.org/ 


see these advocates as a threat, and criticize, 
vilify, and even attack them as dangerous. 
Often, these movements achieved partial success but remained 
controversial during a period of transition (see Figure 17.5). 
When social change resulting from such movements is finally 
implemented and fully incorporated into society, it appears to 
those who come after to have been inevitable and to be just 


common sense—the way things ought to be. Thus, contro- 
versial change that seems radical or even revolutionary in one 
historical period can become the norm—until, perhaps, new 
efforts challenge prevailing assumptions, either advancing 
change further or rolling back earlier gains. 


MOVEMENTS AND THE STRUGGLE TO COMMUNICATE 


he ability to communicate effectively with the public 
is a crucial component of social movement success. It 
is also a dimension of social organizing that has under- 
gone breathtaking change. Earlier movements relied 
on face-to-face communication, public speeches, and the 
printed word. All those techniques are still important today, 
but contemporary social movements also use the Internet 
and mobile devices to distribute information, contact peo- 
ple, and raise money. Web sites, Facebook, Twitter, and RSS 
feeds are standard communication channels for social move- 
ment initiatives. Perhaps most dramatically, pro-democracy 


movements in repressive nations have used these media to 
help organize and communicate around the world. 

The opponents of pro-democracy and other social move- 
ment efforts have responded with tactics of their own to 
limit communication. One recent study (Kelly and Cook 2011) 
of thirty-seven countries found the following practices: 


= Censorship of social media. |n response to the popularity of 
social networking sites among movement organizers, over 
a dozen countries implemented consistent or temporary 
bans on social media services. 


m Repression of Internet users. Nearly two dozen countries 
have detained, arrested, or imprisoned bloggers, online 
journalists, and human rights activists for their online 
communications. 


m Cyberattacks against critics. In a dozen countries, govern- 
ments and their supporters were increasingly launch- 
ing cyberattacks to disrupt online social networks, 
cripple movement web sites, and spy on electronic 
communications. 


m™ Censorship and manipulation of Internet content. Fifteen 
countries consistently blocked politically relevant Internet 
content, including the sites of news organizations and hu- 
man rights groups. 

m Limits on Internet access. In a dozen countries, the govern- 
ment targeted centralized Internet infrastructure to limit 
its citizens’ access to international Internet traffic, even 
cutting off the Internet entirely in a few cases during 
political turmoil. 


Eleven countries received a ranking of “not free” in the 
report, including China, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Belarus, and Thai- 
land. The United States was recognized for being generally 
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achieve their goals. 


free, though concerns were noted about the lack of a clear 
net neutrality policy (one that treats all Internet content 
equally), the ongoing surveillance power of the government, 
and unequal access to the Internet along class and racial 
lines. The executive director of Freedom House, the watch- 
dog group that issued the report, noted, “These detailed 
findings clearly show that Internet freedom cannot be taken 
for granted.” 

The clash over Internet freedom is one example of the 
broader social change struggles around the world. People 
striving for justice and freedom face intimidating obstacles 
in the form of powerful adversaries and entrenched social 
structures. Yet the study of sociology reveals that just as 
human beings created the prevailing social conditions, they 
can take action to change them. Understanding that people 
can make a difference—both in changing their own lives and 
in helping transform society—is an exciting, liberating, and 
hopeful insight. 

In the end, nothing is more persistent than change. The 
only questions are, What direction will change take, and 
what role will you play in it? 


Social Change 


m™ Changes in culture have contributed to the rise of globalization, and in turn globalization 
has changed the development and distribution of culture. 


The changing characteristics of a population influence changes in the culture. 


Culture plays an important role in the formation and character of social movements as 
they create a collective identity and promote their message of change. 


m Part of the change produced by globalization involves changes in the structure of 
organizations and communication. 


Changing populations contribute to changes in social structure. 


Social movement efforts often face the difficult task of changing social structures to 


others become less so. 


® Globalization has shifted the amount of power held by various players, including national 
governments and transnational corporations. 


m™ As populations change in a society, some communities become more powerful, while 


m™ Social movements involve struggles over power. 
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Social Change: Globalization, Population, and Social Movements 
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REVIEW, REFLECT, AND APPLY 


Looking Back 


Social change involves modification of social structure or 
cultural patterns. Change is a continuous process, is often 
unintended, occurs at different levels, and often produces 
conflict. 


Sociological theories, such as Marx’s theory emphasizing 
material factors and Weber’s case for the influence of ideas, 
highlight differing causes of social change. However, change 
must be understood in the specific context within which it 
occurs, taking into account multiple sources. 


Globalization is an umbrella term referring to the interaction 
or integration among various aspects of social life, including 
economies, cultures, political systems, and populations. This 
integration helps overcome the barriers of physical space and 
time. 


Globalization is rooted in colonialism and is still character- 
ized by deep global inequalities and controversies over the 
distribution of power, including concern about the homog- 
enization of culture and about neoliberal policies that favor 
wealthy nations. 


. The world’s population is growing rapidly, often due to 


improvements in health and life expectancy, and most of the 


What do you think is more important as a cause of most 
social change: economic factors or ideas? Why? 


What is globalization? Give examples of ways in which 
globalization has affected your life. Overall, do you think 
globalization has had a positive or negative impact on your 
life? Explain. 
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growth is occurring in poorer nations. Meanwhile, many 
wealthier nations are experiencing stable or declining popu- 
lations, producing a demographic divide. Explanations for 
this divide include socioeconomic and cultural factors. 


Demographic trends include an increase in the share of 
the world’s population in developing nations and in im- 
migration to wealthier nations, as well as an overall aging 
population. 


Social movements are efforts by relatively powerless people 
engaging in extrainstitutional action to promote or resist 
change. Unlike social services, social movement activism 
targets the causes of social problems, not just the symptoms, 
and involves conflict between opposing parties. 


Successful social movements must frame their efforts effec- 
tively, mobilize resources, and navigate the political environ- 
ment. An important goal is often to convince bystanders to 
support the movement. 


Movements tend to operate in cycles, and even successful 
movements decline eventually. Social movements tend to 
start at the margins of society. When successful, their ideas 
become part of mainstream social life. 


sand Activities 


Do the earth’s rapidly growing population and the demo- 
graphic divide concern you? Why or why not? What chal- 
lenge do they pose in the coming years? What, if anything, 
do you think should be done to address the issue? 


Visit the web site of a social movement organization of your 
choice. What cultural values and symbols is the movement 
invoking in communicating with readers? 
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ee Key Terms 


contextual analyses (p. 470) analyses that take into account the 
particular historical and social context within which change 
is occurring and do not assume that a single factor is the most 
important in all situations. 

crude birth rate (p. 480) the number of live births per 1,000 
people in a population. 

crude death rate (p. 480) the number of deaths per 1,000 people 
in a population. 

demographic divide (p. 479) the inequality in population and 
health conditions between rich and poor countries. 

demographic transition theory (p. 483) the view that a soci- 
ety’s population patterns are influenced decisively by its level 
of affluence and its adoption of new technology. 

demography (p. 478) the study of human population trends. 

framing (p. 488) interpreting and assigning meaning to events 
and conditions in order to shape a movement’s message and 
the collective identity that develops among members. 

globalization (p. 471) the interaction or integration among 
various aspects of social life, including economies, cultures, 
political systems, and populations. 

growth rate (p. 479) the indicator that measures how quickly a 
country’s population is increasing. 

historical materialism (p. 469) the part of Marx’s work suggest- 
ing that the economic base of a society is the primary force 
driving change in other aspects of social life. 

infant mortality rate (p. 479) the number of infants less than a 
year old who die per 1,000 live births. 

life expectancy (p. 479) the median number of years a person is 
likely to live given the current conditions. 


migration (p. 481) the movement of people from one place to 
another. 

neoliberalism (p. 476) a set of economic policies that aim to 
allow private markets to operate with little or no government 
oversight or intervention. 

neo-Malthusian perspective (p. 482) the view, derived from 
Malthus’s thought, warning that overpopulation is threaten- 
ing the planet. 

organizing (p. 487) coordinating and directing the efforts of 
many individuals to work for a cause. 

political opportunities (p. 489) factors outside a social move- 
ment that can influence whether it emerges and is successful. 

population pyramid (p. 479) a bar chart showing the distribu- 
tion of a population by age and sex. 

resource mobilization (p. 488) the process by which social 
movements generate the assets necessary to build and sustain 
a movement. 

social change (p. 467) the modification of structural or cultural 
patterns over time. 

social movements (p. 485) organized, ongoing collective efforts 
by relatively powerless people engaging in extrainstitutional 
action to promote or resist change. 

social trend (p. 469) the direction a society takes when many 
individuals act independently but similarly. 

unintended consequences (p. 469) results that are unplanned 
and unforeseen. 

zero population growth (p. 483) a balance between birth rates 
and death rates, which maintains stable population numbers. 
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Glossary 


absolute poverty (p. 233) a scarcity of resources so severe that it is 
life-threatening. 

achieved status (p. 90) a position in a social system that a person attains 
voluntarily, to a considerable degree, as the result of his or her own 
efforts. 

action (p. 87) the ability to operate independent of social constraints. 

active audiences (p. 383) audiences that make choices about how they 
use the media and actively interpret media content. 

affective action (p. 99) behavior guided by emotions and feelings. 

affirmative action (p. 273) a variety of policies and programs that aim 
to avoid discrimination and redress past discrimination through the 
active recruitment of qualified minorities for jobs, promotions, and 
educational opportunities. 

agenda-setting theory (p. 385) a theory that holds that media may not 
be able to tell people what to think, but they can significantly influ- 
ence what people think about. 

agents of social control (p. 206) the authorities and social institutions 
that enforce norms and rules, attempt to prevent rule violations, and 
identify and punish rule violators. 

agents of socialization (p. 137) people and groups who teach us about 
our culture. 

alienation (p. 394) the separation and isolation of workers as a result of 
the structure of capitalist society. 

amalgamation (p. 259) the process by which a majority and a minority 
group blend or mix to form a new group. 

anomie (p. 14) social normlessness, without moral guidance or 
standards. 

anticipatory socialization (p. 144) the process by which individuals 
practice for a future social role by adopting the norms or behaviors 
associated with a position they have not yet achieved. 

applied research (p. 33) the primary goal of this type of research is to 
directly address some social problem or need. 

ascribed status (p. 90) a position in a social system, assigned to a person 
from birth, regardless of his or her wishes. 

asexual (p. 305) people who experience no sexual attraction for anyone. 

assimilation (p. 259) the process by which members of a minority group 
come to adopt the culture of the majority group. 

authoritarian government (p. 437) a government that typically features 
self-appointed leaders who exert great control over the lives of citizens, 
which includes severely limiting their civil liberties. 


basic research (p. 33) the primary goal of this type of research is to 
describe some aspect of society and advance our understanding of it. 

behavioral targeting (p. 400) advertising sent to online users based on 
their earlier Internet activities. 

behaviors (p. 68) the actions associated with a group that help to repro- 
duce a distinct way of life. 


beliefs (p. 63) the specific convictions or opinions that a people gener- 
ally accept as being true. 

bilingual education (p. 360) instruction in both a student’s first lan- 
guage and English. 

biological determinism (p. 149) a theory that contends that biology, 
specifically our genetic makeup, almost completely shapes human 
behavior. 

bisexual (p. 305) people who are attracted to others of both sexes. 

breaching experiments (p. 91) controlled social situations that in- 
tentionally break social rules, violating basic norms and patterns of 
behavior. 

built environment (p. 407) the physical surroundings that humans 
create, including the buildings, roads, dams, homes, and consumer 
products we use every day. 

bureaucracy (p. 177) a hierarchical administrative system with formal 
rules and procedures used to manage organizations. 


capital (p. 222) money to invest in factories, real estate, and other 
businesses. 

capital punishment (p. 210) the death penalty. 

capitalism (p. 455) an economic system that emphasizes private owner- 
ship of the means of production, which are operated for profit. 

capitalist class (or bourgeoisie) (p. 222) those who control major capi- 
tal and own the means of production. 

caste system (p. 126) stratification based on various ascribed character- 
istics determined at birth. 

charismatic authority (p. 120) power whose legitimacy is derived from 
the extraordinary personal characteristics of an individual leader, 
which inspire loyalty and devotion. 

charter schools (p. 361) public schools run by an organization that is 
independent from local school districts. 

church (p. 330) formal religious organization with broad mainstream 
acceptance. 

civil religion (p. 337) a set of common beliefs and ritual practices that 
bind people in a predominantly secular society. 

class (p. 123) a group of people who share a roughly similar economic 
position and lifestyle. 

class mobility (p. 228) the ability to move from one social class to 
another. 

class domination theory (p. 444) a theory that suggests that political 
power is concentrated in the hands of the rich, who own or control a 
large share of the nation’s economic resources. 

class system (p. 128) stratification determined by economic position, 
which results from a combination of individual achievement and fam- 
ily of birth. 

classism (p. 232) prejudice or discrimination based on social class. 

coerce (p. 114) to force people’s compliance by threatening, intimidat- 
ing, pressuring, or harming them. 
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cohabitation (p. 319) a social relationship that can create family ties and 
typically involves sexual intimacy, in which people live together as 
unmarried partners. 

collective bargaining (p. 368) negotiations between union representa- 
tives and an employer on questions of pay, benefits, and working 
conditions. 

collective conscience (p. 14) the shared norms, beliefs, and values in a 
community. 

colonialism (p. 244) the use of military, political, and economic power 
by one society to dominate the people of another society, usually for 
economic benefit. 

color-blind racism (p. 276) a form of bias in which the promotion of 
race neutrality helps to maintain existing racial and ethnic inequality. 

commodification (p. 399) the process of transforming all things into a 
product to be bought and sold. 

commodity fetishism (p. 394) consumers’ failure to recognize the labor 
that created the value in the commodities they use. 

community (p. 407) a set of social relationships, typically arising from 
living in a particular place, that give people a sense of identity and 
belonging. 

community studies (p. 413) a field that typically looks at groups of 
people who share some common tie and engage in social interaction 
within a particular geographic area. 

comparable worth (p. 365) a commitment to setting salaries for dif 
ferent job titles based on their value to an employer, regardless of the 
typical gender of those working in such jobs. 

conflict theories (p. 19) social theories that focus on issues of conten- 
tion, power, and inequality, highlighting the competition for scarce 
resources. 

conspicuous consumption (p. 232) lavish spending, done to compete 
for status with others. 

consumerism (p. 394) an emphasis on shopping and the possession of 
material goods as the route to personal happiness. 

consumption (p. 392) the process of choosing, purchasing, and using 
goods. 

content analysis (p. 44) a variety of techniques that enable researchers 
to systematically summarize and analyze the content of various forms 
of communication—written, spoken, or pictorial. 

contextual analyses (p. 470) analyses that take into account the par- 
ticular historical and social context within which change is occurring 
and do not assume that a single factor is the most important in all 
situations. 

control theory (p. 206) a theory that suggests that our behavior is regu- 
lated by the strength of our connection to major social institutions, 
including family, school, and religion. 

convention (p. 93) a practice or technique that is widely used in a par- 
ticular social setting. 

convergence (p. 386) the merging of different media forms. 

convergence theory (p. 460) a theory that suggests capitalist and social- 
ist economies are becoming increasingly similar. 

conversation analysis (p. 92) a method of analyzing the patterns in 
face-to-face conversation that produce the smooth, back-and-forth 
turn-taking of such exchanges. 

corporation (p. 454) a business that is treated legally as an entity sepa- 
rate from its owners. 

correlation (p. 36) a relationship in which change in one variable is con- 
nected to change in another variable. 

counterculture (p. 74) a subculture that champions values and lifestyles 
distinctly opposed to those of the dominant culture. 

credentialing (p. 357) the process whereby those with advanced educa- 
tional degrees and formal certificates monopolize access to the most 
rewarding jobs. 

crime (p. 206) deviant behavior that violates a law. 

crime rates (p. 207) statistics that measure the incidence of crime in 
relation to population size. 


critical social science (p. 49) research carried out explicitly to create 
knowledge that can be used to bring about social change. 

crude birth rate (p. 480) the number of live births per 1,000 people in 
a population. 

crude death rate (p. 480) the number of deaths per 1,000 people in a 
population. 

cult (p. 331) small religious communities whose beliefs and practices are 
at odds with the dominant culture. 

cultivation theory (p. 385) a theory that argues that, by repeated and 
long-term exposure to the media’s portrayal of the world (especially on 
television), people come to accept many of these depictions as reality. 

cultural capital (p. 235) forms of knowledge, taste, preferences, and 
styles that high-status groups use to signal their status and to exclude 
others from their social circles. 

cultural imperialism (p. 390) the tendency of media corporations from 
wealthier nations—especially the United States—to export so many 
of their media products that they come to dominate the local cultures 
of other, especially poorer, nations. 

cultural lag (p. 65) the ways that new technological developments often 
outpace the norms that govern our collective experiences with these 
new technologies. 

cultural object (p. 70) a physical item that is created by and associated 
with people who share a culture. 

cultural relativism (p. 77) the practice of understanding a culture by its 
own standards. 

culture (p. 21) the collection of values, beliefs, knowledge, norms, lan- 
guage, behaviors, and material objects shared by a people and socially 
transmitted from generation to generation. 

culture shock (p. 64) the experience of being disoriented because of a 
lack of knowledge about an unfamiliar social situation. 

culture war (p. 62) an intense disagreement about core values and moral 
positions. 
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decriminalization (p. 207) the process of making an illegal action legal. 

deindustrialization (p. 247) the process by which investment in the 
nation’s manufacturing capacity decreased. 

democracy (p. 438) a political system in which the right to vote is 
widespread and government leaders are selected through multiparty 
elections. 

demographic divide (p. 479) the inequality in population and health 
conditions between rich and poor countries. 

demographic transition theory (p. 483) the view that a society’s popu- 
lation patterns are influenced decisively by its level of affluence and its 
adoption of new technology. 

demography (p. 478) the study of human population trends. 

dependency theory (p. 244) a theory that attributes global inequality 
to the exploitation of weaker, poor nations by wealthy, more powerful 
ones. 

dependent variable (p. 36) the entity that changes in response to the 
independent variable. 

deviance (p. 191) behavior that does not conform to basic cultural 
norms and expectations. 

deviant subculture (p. 198) a group in which membership is based on a 
shared commitment to specific nonconformist beliefs or behaviors. 

dialect (p. 68) a variant of a language with its own distinctive accent, 
vocabulary, and in some cases grammatical characteristics. 

differential association theory (p. 197) according to this theory, devi- 
ance is learned through interaction with other people involved in 
deviant behavior. 

digital divide (p. 388) the gap between those who have the knowledge 
and resources needed to use digital information technology, especially 
computers and the Internet, and those who do not. 

discrimination (p. 124) unequal treatment that gives advantages to one 
group of people over another without justifiable cause. 
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division of labor (p. 13) the way people specialize in different tasks, 
each requiring specific skills. 

doing gender (p. 291) creating gender through interactions in particular 
social settings. 

domestic violence (or intimate partner violence) (p. 301) a pattern 
of abusive behavior in any relationship that is used by one partner to 
gain or maintain power and control over another intimate partner. 

dominant culture (p. 71) a culture that permeates a society and that 
represents the ideas and practices of those in positions of power. 

dominant ideology (p. 70) a widely held and regularly reinforced set of 
assumptions that generally support the current social system and serve 
the interests of authorities. 

dramaturgy (p. 170) an approach to the study of social interaction that 
uses the metaphor of social life as a theater. 

dual product markets (p. 383) the situation that occurs when a com- 
pany sells two completely different types of “products” to two com- 
pletely different sets of buyers. 

dysfunctional (p. 19) inhibiting or disrupting the working of a system 
as a whole. 
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economic security (p. 460) the condition of having a stable means of 
financial support adequate to maintain a given standard of living. 

economy (p. 453) a social institution that includes a society’s produc- 
tion, distribution, and consumption of goods and services. 

education (p. 347) the social institution through which individuals 
acquire knowledge and skills and learn cultural norms and values. 

emotional labor (p. 370) jobs that require employees to manage their 
feelings and to display specific feelings to their customers or clients. 

empirical evidence (p. 36) data that can be observed or documented 
using the human senses. 

empowerment (p. 111) an increase in the capacity of people to bring 
about an intended outcome. 

endogamy (p. 319) legal restrictions or customs that limit marriage to 
people within the same social category. 

environmental health (p. 429) the aspects of health, illness, and disease 
that result from environmental factors. 

environmental justice (p. 424) the prevention of harmful practices that 
unfairly burden low-income people and racial minorities with dispro- 
portionate exposure to environmental hazards. 

environmental security (p. 460) the safe management of natural re- 
sources to protect social stability. 

environmental sociology (p. 421) the study of the interaction between 
social life and the natural environment. 

equal opportunity (p. 234) the idea that all people should have the 
same chance to achieve success. 

ethic of reciprocity (p. 331) the “golden rule” that encourages people to 
treat others as they would like to be treated. 

ethnicity (p. 253) shared cultural heritage often deriving from a com- 
mon ancestry and homeland. 

ethnocentrism (p. 76) the practice of judging another culture by the 
standards of one’s own. 

ethnomethodology (p. 91) an approach that examines the methods 
people use to make sense of their daily activities, emphasizing the 
ways in which we collectively create social structure in our everyday 
activities. 

exogamy (p. 319) marriage between people from different social 
categories. 

experiment (p. 44) a data gathering technique in which the researcher 
manipulates an independent variable under controlled conditions 
to determine if change in an independent variable produces change 
in a dependent variable, thereby establishing a cause-and-effect 
relationship. 

extended family (p. 319) nuclear family plus other relatives who com- 
monly live together. 
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faith (p. 329) belief grounded in personal conviction or divine revelation 
rather than scientific evidence. 

family (p. 317) two or more people, related either by birth or through 
social commitment, who share resources, care for any dependents, and 
often maintain a close emotional relationship. 

feminism (p. 309) a philosophy that advocates social, political, and 
economic equality for women and men. 

feminization of poverty (p. 234) a trend in which women made up an 
increasingly large share of the poor. 

fertility rate (p. 326) the average number of births per female. 

field research (p. 44) a data collection technique in which the researcher 
systematically observes some aspect of social life in its natural setting. 

folkways (p. 66) group habits or customs that are common in a given 
culture. 

framing (p. 488) interpreting and assigning meaning to events and 
conditions in order to shape a movement’s message and the collective 
identity that develops among members. 

functionalist theories (p. 18) see “structural-functionalist theories.” 

fundamentalism (p. 338) a religious movement that advocates strict 
adherence to traditional principles in all aspects of social life, usually 
based on literal interpretation of a religion’s infallible sacred texts. 
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Gemeinschaft (p. 411) social organization in which most relationships 
are based on the long-term personal ties of collective kinship, com- 
mon tradition, and shared values. 

gender (p. 285) the socially constructed cultural expectations associated 
with women and men. 

gender convergence (p. 310) a trend toward increasing similarity in how 
women and men live. 

gender division of labor (p. 365) differences between men and women 
in access to jobs. 

gender expression (p. 287) the way a person communicates gender 
identity to others, through behavior, clothing, hairstyle, and other 
means. 

gender identity (p. 287) a person’s identification as a woman, a man, or 
some combination of the two. 

gender role (p. 290) a set of social expectations regarding behavior and 
attitudes based on a person’s sex. 

gender stratification (p. 295) the systematic and unequal distribution 
of power and resources in society between women and men. 

generalize (p. 42) the ability to describe patterns of behavior of a larger 
population based on findings from a sample. 

generalized other (p. 154) the values and orientations of one’s overall 
community rather than those of specific individuals. 

genocide (p. 259) the systematic killing of a group of people, based on 
their race, ethnicity, nationality, or religion. 

gentrification (p. 416) the process of rehabilitating older housing stock 
and investing in neighborhood development in a way that typically at- 
tracts new higher-income residents and displaces current middle- and 
low-income residents. 

Gesellschaft (p. 411) social organization in which most social relation- 
ships are impersonal, temporary, and based primarily on the pursuit 
of individual rational self-interest. 

glass ceiling (p. 299) the often invisible barrier created by individual 
and institutional sexism that prevents qualified women from advanc- 
ing to higher levels of leadership and management. 

global inequality (p. 241) the differences in wealth and power among 
the countries of the world. 

globalization (p. 471) the interaction or integration among various 
aspects of social life, including economies, cultures, political systems, 
and populations. 

government (p. 437) the organization that exercises authority and steers 
decision making in a specific community. 
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groupthink (p. 182) a form of uncritical thinking in which people 
reinforce a consensus rather than ask serious questions or thoroughly 
analyze the issue at hand. 

growth machines (p. 415) a label for cities that highlights how powerful 
businesses and politicians work together to promote urban develop- | 
ment, often while ignoring the interests of ordinary citizens. 

growth rate (p. 479) the indicator that measures how quickly a coun- 
try’s population is increasing. 
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Hawthorne effect (p. 38) the fact that human beings will react differ- 
ently because they know they are in a study. 

health disparities (p. 427) persistent patterns of inequality in health. 

hegemony (p. 119) a condition that exists when those in power have 
successfully spread their ideas—and marginalized alternative view- 
points—so that their perspectives and interests are accepted widely as 
being universal and true. 

heterosexism (p. 306) attitudes and behavior that indicate an assump- 
tion that everyone is heterosexual. 

heterosexual (p. 305) people who are attracted to people of a different sex. 

hidden curriculum (p. 139) the lessons students learn simply by attend- 
ing school, in contrast to the lessons from the formal subject-specific 
curriculum. 

high culture (p. 74) cultural forms associated with elites that are widely 
recognized as valuable and legitimate. 

historical materialism (p. 469) the part of Marx’s work suggesting that 
the economic base of a society is the primary force driving change in 
other aspects of social life. 

homophily (p. 173) the idea that social contact occurs at a higher rate 
between people who are similar than it does between people who are 
different. 

homophobia (p. 307) the disapproval and fear of LGBT people. 

homosexual (p. 305) people who are attracted to people of the same sex. 

horizontal integration (p. 379) what occurs when a media company 
owns different forms of media. 

human ecology (p. 413) the study of the links between the physical 
environment—natural and built—and social life. 

human security (p. 461) concern for the health and rights of individual 
human beings rather than the security of nations. 

hyperreality (p. 391) the condition in which media depictions of the 
world replace the experience of the “real” world. 

hypothesis (p. 36) a statement about the relationship between variables 
that is to be investigated. 


ideal culture (p. 68) what the members of a culture report to be their 
values, beliefs, and norms. 

ideology (p. 70) a system of meaning that helps define and explain the 
world and that makes value judgments about that world. 

illegitimate power (p. 119) a form of authority that relies on force or 
coercion to generate obedience. 

incest taboo (p. 304) a norm restricting sexual relations between certain 
relatives. 

income (p. 225) money received from sources such as wages, interest on 
savings, and dividends from stocks and bonds. 

independent variable (p. 36) the entity that is associated with and/or 
causes change in the value of the dependent variable. 

individual mobility (p. 229) a change in a person’s class position that 
occurs without any change in the larger class structure. 

individualism (p. 234) a system of beliefs that highlights the impor- 
tance of the single person over any social group. 

industrialization (p. 10) the use of large-scale machinery for the mass 
manufacture of consumer goods. 

inequality (p. 123) the unequal distribution of resources among groups 
of people. 


infant mortality rate (p. 479) the number of infants less than a year old 
who die per 1,000 live births. 

informed consent (p. 46) the principle that subjects in any study must 
know about the nature of the research project, any potential benefits 
or risks that they may face, and that they have the right to stop par- 
ticipating at any time, for any reason. 

in-group (p. 180) a social group with which a person identifies and 
toward which he or she feels positively; members have a collective 
sense of “us.” 

institutional discrimination (p. 273) unequal treatment that results 
from the structural organization, policies, and procedures of social 
institutions such as the government, businesses, and schools. 

intensive interview (p. 42) a data gathering technique that uses open- 
ended questions during somewhat lengthy face-to-face sessions. 

interpretive social science (p. 48) an approach that focuses on under- 
standing the meaning that people ascribe to their social world. 

intersectionality theory (p. 124) a perspective that highlights the con- 
nections and interactions between various forms of inequality, espe- 
cially race, class, and gender. 

intersexual people (p. 285) individuals born with ambiguous reproduc- 
tive or sexual anatomy. 

intersubjectivity (p. 163) a common understanding between people 
about knowledge, reality, or an experience. 

iron law of oligarchy (p. 183) the eventual and inevitable consolidation 
of power at the top of bureaucratic organizations. 


J 


job satisfaction (p. 364) the degree to which a person is content in his 
or her job. 


K 


kinship (p. 317) the bonds of family relationships. 
knowledge (cultural) (p. 64) the range of information, awareness, and 
understanding that helps us navigate our world. 


L 


labeling theory (p. 192) the theory that deviance is the result of how 
others interpret a behavior and that individuals who are labeled devi- 
ant often internalize this judgment as part of their self-identity. 

labor unions (p. 368) associations of employees that join together for 
the purpose of improving their working conditions. 

language (p. 66) an elaborate system of symbols that allows people to 
communicate with one another in complex ways. 

latent function (p. 19) the largely unrecognized and unintended conse- 
quences of social phenomena. 

legitimate power (p. 119) authority that is voluntarily accepted by those 
who are affected. 

liberation theology (p. 332) a form of Christian belief dedicated to 
combating poverty and other forms of social injustice. 

life chances (p. 123) the opportunities offered by a person’s economic 
position. 

life-course perspective (p. 142) looks at how age, time, and place shape 
social identities and experiences over a lifetime. 

life expectancy (p. 479) the median number of years a person is likely to 
live given the current conditions. 

literacy (p. 347) the ability to read and write. 

loner deviance (p. 199) the activities of individuals who commit deviant 
acts without the social support of other participants. 

looking glass self (p. 153) the idea that our sense of self develops as a 


reflection of the way we think others see us. 


M 


macro level of analysis (p. 18) a focus on large-scale social systems 
and processes such as the economy, politics, and population 
trends. 
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majority group (p. 258) a collection of people who enjoy privileges and 
have more access to power because of identifiable physical or cultural 
characteristics. 

manifest functions (p. 19) the recognized and intended consequences 
of social phenomena. 

marriage (p. 319) a social relationship that creates family ties, typically 
involves sexual relations, and is formalized by legal contract, religious 
ceremony, or both. 

mass media (p. 377) communications that reach a relatively large and 
mostly anonymous audience. 

master status (p. 169) a social position that is overwhelmingly signifi- 
cant, powerfully influences a person’s social experience, and typically 
overshadows all the other social positions that person may occupy. 

material culture (p. 59) the physical objects produced by people in a 
particular culture, including tools, clothing, toys, works of art, and 
housing. 

matriarchy (p. 295) a social system dominated by women. 

matrix of domination (p. 125) the interlocking systems of oppression 
associated with race, class, and gender. 

Mead’s “I” (p. 153) the part of the self that is spontaneous, impulsive, 
creative, and unpredictable. 

Mead’s “me” (p. 153) the sense of self that has been learned from inter- 
action with others. 

media (p. 377) the various technological processes that enable commu- 
nication between (and are in the “middle” of) the sender of a message 
and the receiver of that message. 

medicalization of deviance (p. 195) the designation of a deviant behay- 
ior as an illness that can be treated by medical professionals. 

meritocracy (p. 234) the notion that people are rewarded and are able to 
advance because of their abilities. 

meso level of analysis (p. 18) a focus somewhere between very large and 
very small social phenomena—on organizations or institutions, for 
example. 

micro level of analysis (p. 18) a focus on small-scale, usually face-to- 
face social interaction. 

middle class (p. 226) a group that is distinctive for its contribution of 
specialized knowledge and expertise to the economy. 

migration (p. 481) the movement of people from one place to another. 

minority group (p. 258) a collection of people who suffer disadvan- 
tages and have less power because of identifiable physical or cultural 
characteristics. 

mixed economies (p. 460) economies that combine elements of both 
market-based capitalism with the significant government intervention 
associated with socialism. 

modernity (p. 7) a historical era beginning in the 1700s characterized 
by the growth of democracy and personal freedom, increased reliance 
on reason and science to explain the natural and social worlds, and a 
shift toward an urban industrial economy. 

modernization theory (p. 244) a theory that attributes global inequal- 
ity to cultural differences between countries. 

monarchy (p. 437) a system of government headed by a single person, 
the monarch, who typically inherits the position as a member of a 
ruling family. 

monogamy (p. 319) the practice of restricting sexual relations to one 
partner. 

moral education (p. 349) the role of schools in teaching children the 
central values and beliefs of their society. 

mores (p. 66) norms that are strictly enforced, with potentially severe 
penalties for violating them. 

multiculturalism (p. 75) the recognition, valuing, and protection of the 
distinct cultures that make up a society. 


N 


national security state (p. 447) a government dominated by powerful 
military, foreign policy, and intelligence agencies. 


natural environment (p. 407) the land, water, air, vegetation, and 
organisms that make up the physical world. 

nature versus nurture debate (p. 149) a disagreement about the relative 
importance of biology (“nature”) and the social environment (“nur- 
ture”) in influencing human behavior. 

neocolonialism (p. 245) a system of economic domination of poorer 
nations by wealthier ones without the use of formal political control 
or military occupation. 

neoliberalism (p. 476) a set of economic policies that aim to allow 
private markets to operate with little or no government oversight or 
intervention. 

neo-Malthusian perspective (p. 482) the view, derived from Malthus’s 
thought, warning that overpopulation is threatening the planet. 

new urban sociology (p. 415) an approach to studying cities that fo- 
cuses on the interactions of politics and economics and locates them 
in the larger context of the global economy. 

nonmaterial culture (p. 59) the ideas of a culture, including values 
and beliefs, accumulated knowledge about how to understand and 
navigate the world, and standards or “norms” about appropriate 
behavior. 

normalization (p. 202) a shift in which previously deviant behaviors 
become accepted as conventional. 

norms (p. 65) a culture’s rules and expectations for “appropriate” 
behavior. 

nuclear (or conjugal) family (p. 319) parent(s) and their children. 


0) 


occupational prestige (p. 364) collective attitudes about the status of 
various jobs. 

occupational socialization (p. 141) the learning of the informal norms 
associated with a type of employment. 

operationalize (p. 47) to define the variables you are interested in 
studying. 

organizational environment (p. 178) factors that exist outside the 
organization but that potentially affect its operation. 

organizational structure (p. 93) the rules and routines, both formal 
and informal, that shape daily activity within organizations. 

organizations (p. 176) secondary groups that have a degree of formal 
structure and are formed to accomplish particular tasks. 

organizing (p. 487) coordinating and directing the efforts of many 
individuals to work for a cause. 

out-group (p. 180) a social group toward which a person feels negatively, 
considering its members to be inferiors, or “them.” 

outsourcing (p. 371) moving jobs out of the country to take advantage 
of cheaper labor costs elsewhere. 

overconformity (p. 202) following cultural expectations to an excessive 
degree. 

ownership concentration (p. 380) what occurs when more media outlets 
come to be owned by a diminishing number of media corporations. 


P 


patriarchy (p. 129) male domination through social institutions and 
cultural practices. 

peer group (p. 140) a group of people, usually of comparable age, who 
share similar interests and social status. 

peer-review process (p. 50) a way in which scholars evaluate research 
manuscripts before they are published in order to ensure their 
quality. 

persuade (p. 113) to obtain people’s compliance by convincing them of 
the correctness of your position and goals. 

planned obsolescence (p. 392) the intentional design and manufacture 
of consumer goods so as to ensure a loss of utility in a relatively short 
period of time. 

pluralism (p. 258) a situation in which distinct ethnic and racial groups 
coexist on equal terms and have equal social standing. 
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pluralist theory (p. 443) a theory that argues that political power is 
fragmented among many different competing groups. 

plurality voting (p. 439) a “winner-take-all” electoral system in which 
the candidate with the most votes wins the office being contested. 

political opportunities (p. 489) factors outside a social movement that 
can influence whether it emerges and is successful. 

political socialization (p. 440) the inculcation of basic norms and 
expectations about political life and attitudes toward involvement in 
politics. 

politics (p. 437) the arena in which societies make collective decisions 
about priorities and policies. 

polygamy (p. 319) a marriage system in which an individual is allowed 
multiple spouses. 

popular culture (p. 74) cultural forms that are widespread and com- 
monly embraced within a society. 

population pyramid (p. 479) a bar chart showing the distribution of a 
population by age and sex. 

positive deviance (p. 202) overconformity that gets a favorable 
response. 

positivism (p. 11) a belief that accurate knowledge must be based on the 
scientific method. 

positivist social science (p. 48) an approach that assumes that the social 
world, like the natural world, is characterized by laws that can be 
identified through research and used to predict and control human 
affairs. 

postmodernity (p. 25) a historical period beginning in the mid- 
twentieth century characterized by the rise of information-based 
economies and the fragmentation of political beliefs and ways of 
knowing. 

poverty line (U.S.) (p. 233) a measure of scarcity determined by 
figuring the cost of a minimal food budget and multiplying it by 
three. 

poverty rate (p. 233) the percentage of the population that falls below 
the poverty line. 

power (p. 24) the ability to bring about an intended outcome, even 
when opposed by others. 

power elite theory (p. 443) a theory that suggests that political power 
is concentrated in the hands of a small dominant group of business, 
government, and military leaders. 

power tactics (p. 115) the specific strategies people use to influence oth- 
ers in everyday life. 

prejudice (p. 258) to “pre-judge” someone or some group negatively 
based on inadequate information. 

primary groups (p. 175) people who have regular contact, enduring 
relationships, and a significant emotional attachment to each other. 

privilege (p. 122) a special advantage or benefit that is not enjoyed by 
everyone. 

product placement (p. 396) the integration into media content ofa 
product that is being advertised. 

profane (p. 330) the ordinary world of everyday life. 

professional authority (p. 426) legitimate power to define the terms of 
discussion within a specific field. 

professionals (p. 367) a class of workers who are highly educated, hold 
degrees to certify their education, and have jobs that require a par- 
ticular form of expertise. 

progressive taxation (p. 238) tax policy in which those with higher 
incomes pay a higher rate. 

proportional representation (p. 439) an electoral system in which par- 
ties are awarded seats in government based on the percentage of votes 
they receive in an election. 

public assistance (p. 240) either tax credits or actual payments and 
benefits provided to citizens by the government. 

public sociology (p. 33) the effort to bring the findings of both basic 
and applied sociological research to a broader nonacademic 
audience. 


qualitative data (p. 36) any kind of evidence that is not numerical in 
nature, including evidence gathered from interviews, direct observa- 
tion, and written or visual documents. 

quantitative data (p. 36) evidence that can be summarized numerically. 


R 


race (p. 253) a category of people widely perceived as sharing socially 
significant physical characteristics such as skin color. 

racial essentialism (p. 256) the idea that supposedly natural and immu- 
table differences separate the races. 

racial school segregation (p. 358) separating students into exclusively 
white and exclusively black public schools. 

racialization of the state (p. 273) the implementation of government 
and private-sector policies that discriminated against minorities and 
provided Whites with numerous advantages. 

racism (p. 256) the belief that one race is inherently superior to another. 

random sample (p. 42) a sample in which every element of the popula- 
tion has an equal chance of being chosen. 

rational action (p. 99) behavior motivated by calculations of efficiency. 

rationalization of society (p. 15) the long-term historical process by 
which rationality replaced tradition as the basis for organizing social 
and economic life. 

rational-legal authority (p. 119) power that has legitimacy because it is 
based on established laws, rules, and procedures. 

real culture (p. 68) what members of a culture actually do, which may 
or may not reflect the ideal. 

recidivism (p. 209) a relapse into criminal behavior. 

redlining (p. 417) the use of discriminatory practices in the sale or 
rental of housing to minorities. 

reference groups (p. 175) the groups against which we choose to mea- 
sure ourselves. 

regressive taxation (p. 239) taxes that disproportionately affect those 
with lower incomes. 

relative poverty (p. 233) situation that exists when people do not have 
the basic resources to maintain a standard of living considered accept- 
able in their society. 

religion (p. 331) a unified system of beliefs and ritual practices relating 
to the sacred that bond people into a moral community. 

research methods (p. 41) the procedures used by a researcher to collect 
and analyze data. 

resocialization (p. 142) the process by which individuals replace old 
norms and behaviors with new ones as they move from one role or life 
stage to another. 

resource mobilization (p. 488) the process by which social movements 
generate the assets necessary to build and sustain a movement. 

reward (p. 113) to encourage people’s compliance by offering some 
compensation as a positive incentive. 

rites of passage (p. 143) activities that mark and celebrate a change in a 
person’s social status. 

rituals (p. 330) symbolic actions, typically performed at specified times, 
that help evoke an emotional bond among participants. 

role conflict (p. 170) the problem that occurs when the expectations 
associated with different roles clash. 

role strain (p. 170) the problem that occurs when the expectations as- 
sociated with a single role compete with each other. 

roles (p. 90) the sets of expected behaviors that are associated with 
particular statuses. 


S 


sacred (p. 330) something extraordinary, to be treated respectfully, with 
reverence and awe. 

sample (p. 42) part of the population a researcher is studying that repre- 
sents the whole. 
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Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (p. 68) the idea that because of their different 
cultural content and structure, languages affect how their speakers 
think and behave. 

scapegoat (p. 275) an individual or a group of people falsely blamed for 
a negative situation. 

school choice (p. 361) various policies that give families options for 
deciding which school their children will attend. 

schooling (p. 347), organized instruction by trained teachers. 

science (p. 9) a method of inquiry that uses logic and the systematic col- 
lection of evidence to support knowledge claims. 

scientific management (p. 183) (also known as Taylorism) the effort by 
trained managers to study workflow and develop precise procedures 
that govern the completion of work tasks. 

second shift (p. 299) the phenomenon of employed women still having 
primary responsibility for housework and childcare. 

secondary data analysis (p. 44) a type of research using data previously 
collected by other researchers. 

secondary deviance (p. 192) deviant behavior that is a response to the 
negative consequences of labeling. 

secondary groups (p. 175) people who interact in a relatively imper- 
sonal way, usually to carry out some specific task. 

sect (p. 330) a small dissenting faction of a church that promotes new 
beliefs or practices. 

secular humanism (p. 337) a belief system that emphasizes morality 
and decision making based on reason, ethics, and social justice rather 
than religious doctrine or the supernatural. 

secularization (p. 336) the decline in the social significance of religious 
beliefs, practices, and institutions. 

secularization thesis (p. 336) the argument that, in the face of moder- 
nity, the social significance of religion has declined. 

segregation (p. 259) keeping distinct social groups physically and so- 
cially separate and unequal. 

sense of self (p. 153) the collection of thoughts and feelings you have 
when considering yourself as an object. 

sex (p. 285) the biological distinction between females and males. 

sexism (p. 290) the ideology that one sex is superior to the other. 

sexual harassment (p. 300) unwelcome sexual advances, requests for 
sexual favors, and other verbal or physical harassment of a sexual 
nature. 

sexual identity (or orientation) (p. 305) our sense of self as it relates to 
the type of sexual attraction we have for others. 

sexuality (p. 304) a person’s sexual desires, behaviors, and identity. 

shopfloor culture (p. 368) a distinctive set of norms and rules that 
shape daily behavior and interaction on the job. 

social capital (p. 236) relationships that are potentially economically 
valuable resulting from membership in a group. 

social change (p. 467) the modification of structural or cultural pat- 
terns over time. 

social closure (p. 124) the process whereby a status group maximizes its 
own advantages by restricting access to rewards only to members of 
the group. 

social control (p. 205) the incentives and punishments that promote 
conformity in social life. 

social determinism (p. 149) a theory that contends that culture and the 
social environment almost completely shape human behavior. 

social environment (p. 407) the cultural context and patterns of rela- 
tionships within which humans live. 

social groups (p. 174) collections of people who interact regularly with 
one another and who are aware of their status as a group. 

social institutions (p. 87) the major arenas of social life in which du- 
rable routines and patterns of behavior take place. 

social integration (p. 96) the social structures that bind people together 
and the values that link people to the broader society. 

social mobility (p. 126) movement from one stratum of a stratification 

system to another. 
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social movements (p. 485) organized, ongoing collective efforts by 
relatively powerless people engaging in extrainstitutional action to 
promote or resist change. 

social networks (p. 172) the collection of social ties that connect people 
to each other. 

social reproduction theory (p. 354) theory that explores the ways that 
schools help to reproduce systems of inequality. 

social solidarity (p. 13) the collective bonds that connect individuals. 

social structure (p. 87) recurring patterns of behavior. 

social theory (p. 17) a set of principles and propositions that explains 
the relationships among social phenomena. 

social trend (p. 469) the direction a society takes when many individu- 
als act independently but similarly. 

socialism (p. 456) an economic system that emphasizes public owner- 
ship of the major means of production, which are operated to meet 
human needs and promote social justice. 

socialization (p. 137) the process through which people learn their 
culture’s basic norms, values, beliefs, and behaviors. 

society (p. 59) a group of people who live together in a specific territory 
and share a culture. 

sociological imagination (p. 5) see “sociological perspective.” 

sociological perspective (p. 5) a view of the social world that focuses on 
discovering and understanding the connections between individuals 
and the broader social contexts in which they live; what C. Wright 
Mills called the sociological imagination. 

sociology (p. 5) the systematic study of the relationship between indi- 
viduals and society. 

spiral of silence (p. 441) a theory that explains how people keep quiet 
about controversial issues when they think their opinions are not 
widely shared, in order to avoid social isolation. 

spirituality (p. 340) an inner sense of meaning or purpose, especially 
as it involves a person’s relationship to something greater than 
the self. 

split labor market theory (p. 275) the theory that ethnic and racial 
conflicts often emerge when two racial or ethnic groups compete for 
the same jobs. 

sprawl (p. 418) low-density development that disperses people over a 
wide area, separates homes from workplaces and stores, and depends 
heavily on cars for transportation. 

standpoint theory (p. 122) a theory that questions taken-for-granted 
assumptions about society by looking at it from multiple viewpoints, 
especially from the perspective of people in subordinate positions. 

state terrorism (p. 453) political violence directed at civilians by 
governments, 

status (p. 90) a position in a social system that can be occupied by an 
individual. 

status attainment (p. 363) the process by which people come to occupy 
a certain level in a social hierarchy. 

status category (p. 168) a status that people can hold in common. 

status hierarchy (p. 169) a ranking of social positions according to their 
perceived prestige or honor. 

status set (p. 168) the collection of statuses that an individual holds. 

stealth advertising (p. 398) the creation of covert advertising in every- 
day real-life situations. 

stereotypes (p. 166) exaggerated, distorted, or untrue generaliza- 
tions about categories of people that do not acknowledge individual 
variation. 

stigma (p. 192) the shame attached to a behavior or status that is consid- 
ered socially unacceptable or discrediting. 

strain theory (p. 199) a theory that emphasizes that the strain or pres- 
sure on those who lack the means to achieve culturally defined goals 
leads them to pursue deviant routes to success. 


- stratification systems (p. 125) social structures and cultural norms that 


create and maintain inequality by ranking people into a hierarchy of 
groups that receive unequal resources. 


structural mobility (p. 228) a change in class position that occurs when 
a shift in available occupations changes the class system as a whole. 

structural-functionalist theories (p. 18) theories that focus on consen- 
sus and cooperative interaction in social life, emphasizing how differ- 
ent elements that make up a society’s structure contribute to its overall 
operation. 

structure (p. 22) the recurring patterns of behavior in social life. 

subculture (p. 71) cultures associated with smaller groups in society that 
have distinct norms, values, and lifestyles setting them apart from the 
dominant culture. 

surveillance (p. 206) monitoring by authorities who police the bound- 
aries of what’s normal. 

survey (p. 41) a data collection technique that involves asking someone a 
series of questions. 

sustainability (p. 423) a balance between resource protection and con- 
sumption that can be maintained indefinitely. 

symbol (p. 66) anything—a sound, a gesture, an image, an object—that 
represents something else. 

symbolic interactionist theories (p. 19) social theories that focus on 
how people use shared symbols and construct society as a result of 
their everyday interactions. 


T 


terrorism (p. 453) politically motivated violence that intentionally 
targets noncombatants. 

theism (p. 331) a belief in the existence of a god or gods. 

Thomas theorem (p. 165) the idea that if people define situations as 
real, they are real in their consequences. 

total institution (p. 142) confining social settings in which an authority 
regulates all aspects of a person’s life. 

tracking (p. 360) placing students into different curricular paths in- 
tended to accommodate varying levels of academic work. 

traditional action (p. 99) behavior motivated by custom. 

traditional authority (p. 119) power that has legitimacy because of 
compliance with well-established cultural practices. 

transgender people (p. 287) individuals who identify with a gender dif- 
ferent from the one associated with their sex. 

transnational migrants (p. 269) immigrants who retain strong per- 
sonal, cultural, and economic ties to both their country of birth and 
their newly adopted home. 

transparency (p. 37) the requirement that researchers explain how they 
collected and analyzed their evidence and how they reached their 
conclusions. 

transsexuals (p. 289) people who have sex reassignment surgery to 
change their physical appearance. 


treadmill of production (p. 424) a term that refers to the way capital- 
intensive industries and the modern state, in pursuit of continual 
growth as a central good, have led to increasing resource depletion 
and worsening pollution. 


U 


underclass (p. 226) chronically unemployed people who have no ongo- 
ing relationship to the mainstream economy. 

unintended consequences (p. 469) results that are unplanned and 
unforeseen. 

urbanization (p. 10) the growth of cities. 

user-generated content (p. 386) content that is created by ordinary 
media users, rather than by media organizations, and that is available 
to a potentially large audience. 


V 


value (p. 60) a deeply held principle or standard that people use to make 
judgments about the world, especially in deciding what is desirable or 
worthwhile. 

value-neutrality (p. 48) the goal of removing any personal views from 
the research process; part of positivist social science. 

variables (p. 36) measures that can change (or vary) and thus have dif 
ferent values. 

vertical integration (p. 379) what occurs when a media company owns 
the different stages of production and distribution of a single media 
form. 


Ww 


war (p. 447) organized armed conflict among two or more specially 
trained military groups. 

wealth (p. 225) financial assets, such as savings, real estate, and stocks. 

white-collar crime (p. 204) crime committed by people of high social 
status in the course of their occupation. 

working class (p. 222) (or proletariat), those who survive on the wages 
they earn. 

world systems analysis (p. 245) an approach that focuses on the inter- 
dependence among the countries that make up a single global eco- 
nomic system. 


X 


xenophobia (p. 77) an unreasonable fear or hatred of foreigners or 
people of a different culture. 


Z 


zero population growth (p. 483) a balance between birth rates and 
death rates, which maintains stable population numbers. 
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sexual orientation. See sexual identity 
sexual practices, 69, 306 
sexual regulation, families and, 318 
shareholders, 366 
sharia, 339 
shebikas, 110, 112 
shopfloor culture, 368-369 
sick role, 169-170, 169f 
siesta, 191 
single-parent families, 323, 327-328, 
327F 
skin color, 253-254, 255m 
slang, 163 
slavery, 264-266, 265f 266f, 487 
Slaves to Fashion (Ross), 98 
“smart mobs,” 185 
smiles, 154 
smoking, changing norms on, 65 
social capital, 236 
social change. See also action; 
activism; globalization; social 
movements 
Arab Spring uprisings, 23, 78, 105, 
120, 121 
atomic weapons and, 470 
causes of, 469 
contextual analyses of, 470-471 
continuous and partial nature of, 
467, 469 
critical social science and, 50 
feminist activism and, 309 
ideas as factors in, 470 
labor unions and, 22—23 
levels of structural change, 467 
LGBT activism and, 309, 309f 
Marx on, 49, 469—470 
material factors in, 469-470 
religion and, 331, 332 
resistance to, 469 
technology and, 101-102, 102m, 
470 
type, level, and degree of, 486 
unintended, 469 
social class. See class 
social closure, 124 
social cohesion, economies and, 454 
social conditions, individual lives 
and, 5 
social control, 205-206, 331 
social Darwinism, 11 


social determinism, 149-150 

social distance, 276 

social environment, 407 

social groups. See also organization(s) 


conformity in, 180-181, 180f 
definition of, 174 

deviance functions in, 193-195 
groupthink, 182-183 

in-groups and out-groups, 180 
obedience in, 181-182, 182f 
power in, 114-115 

primary and secondary, 174-175 
reference groups, 175 

size of, 175-176, 175f 


social history, 469 

social institutions, 87, 90-91, 90f 
social integration, 14, 96 

social interaction. See also social 


groups 

biology and, 154-155 

cell phones and, 100-102, 100 
1O1f, 102m 

construction of social reality in, 
167-168, 424-425 

in developing a self, 153-154 

dramaturgy, 170-172 

failed, 164-165 

genes and, 150 

homophily and, 173 

in-groups and out-groups and, 180 

lack of, 152-153, 152f 

language and, 68, 163 

media growth and, 385-386, 386f 

online, 65—66, 80, 156-157, 391, 
490 

shared knowledge and, 163-165 

social networks and, 172-174 

social roles and, 169-170, 170f 

social status and, 168-169 

Thomas theorem, 165-166, 166f 


socialism 


class in, 129 

definition of, 456 
democratic, 129, 459 
Marx on, 12, 222 

in reality, 13, 459, 460¢ 
Soviet-style, 459 

state, 129 

in theory, 456, 456 


social isolation 


children raised in, 152-153 
class and, 429 

in suburbs, 419—420 
trends in, 44 


socialization. See also gender 


socialization 
in adolescence, 441, 444 
in adulthood, 146-147 
agents of, 137-142 
in aging and retirement, 147-148 
anticipatory, 144 
biology and, 149-150, 150f 151 
in childhood, 140, 144-145, 144f 
conformity and, 351 
definition of, 137 
deviance and, 197-199 
by families, 137-139, 318 
generational identity, 148-149, 148f 
humans without culture, 152-153 
life-course perspective on, 142-144 
Mead’s “I” and “me,” 153, 154-155 
by media, 139-140, 387-388 
mixed messages in, 351, 351f 
neurosociology and, 154-155 
online communication and, 


156-157 


by peer groups, 140-141, 140f 
political, 440-441, 439f 442+ 
prejudice and, 273-275 
radical, 149 

regimes of power and, 155 

by religion, 141-142 


by schools, 139, 349, 350-351, 351f 


sense of self and, 153-155 

social control and, 205-206 

by total institutions, 142, 143 

for war, 450-451 

by the workplace, 141, 369-370 
social mobility, 126, 353-354, 360 


social movements. See also civil rights 


movement 
actors in, 486—488 
communication by, 490-491 
countermovements, 486, 488 
defining, 485-486, 486r 
framing in, 488 
global, 474 
“global justice” movement, 476, 
476f 
history-making in, 485 
impacts of, 490 
political opportunity and, 489 
power, conflict, and, 486-488 


resource mobilization in, 488—489 


against slavery, 265, 487 
stages of, 489 
women’s suffrage, 191, 309, 
487-488 
social networking, online 
advertising and, 4 
censorship of, 490 
focus on self and, 391 
identity and, 156-157 
religious fundamentalism and, 80 
social norms in, 65-66 
social networks, 172-174, 172f 
social norms marketing, 40—41, 41f 
social organism, 13 
social regulation, 14 
social reproduction theory, 354 
social roles. See roles 
social science 


meso-level, 93-95 

micro-level, 91-93, 92f 93f 

in natural disasters, 87-88 

organizational structure, 93-95, 
94f 175-178, 177, 184-185 

primary and secondary social 
groups, 174-175 

reference groups, 175 

school violence and, 94, 94f 

seeing, 86-88 

sociological theory and, 214, 22-24 

statuses and roles and, 90-91, 90f 

technology and, 100-102, 100f 
101f 102m, 184-185 

unemployment and, 96 


“Social Structure and Anomie” 


(Merton), 199 


social theory 


agenda-setting theory, 385 - 

characteristics of theories, 17-18 

class domination theory, 444 

conflict theories, 19, 21, 214, 399, 
416 

consensus and conflict and, 18 

control theory, 206 

cultivation theory, 385 

culture and, 21-22, 217 

definition of, 17 

demographic transition theory, 483 

dependency theory, 244 

differential association theory, 
197-199 

dramaturgical theory, 170-172, 
275 

feminist theories, 17, 20, 111, 
124-125, 443 

intersectionality theory, 124-125 

key questions in, 21¢ 

labeling theory, 191-192 

macro-level analysis, 18, 95-97 

meso-level analysis, 93-95 

micro-level analysis, 18, 91-93, 
Dh Syh 

modernization theory, 244 

objective and subjective reality 
and, 18 


definition of, 6 

limits of everyday thinking in, 
33-35 

research elements in, 35-37, 37t 

special challenges of, 37-39 

as a way of knowing, 33 

Social Security system, 233, 457, 460 


social service, 486¢ 


social solidarity 

capital punishment and, 212 
definition of, 13 

Durkheim on, 13, 40 
religion and, 331 


social structure 


action and, 87, 97-103 

of bureaucracy, 176-178, 177f 

communication and, 93, 95 

creating and changing, 88-90 

definition of, 22, 87 

deviance functions in, 193-195 

dysfunctional, 96-97 

ethnomethodology and, 91-92 

families and, 317 

globalization and, 97, 103, 475 

group size and, 174-175, 174f 

hunt for Saddam Hussein and, 
89, 89f 

individuals and, 22f 

macro-level, 95-97 

McDonaldization, 99-100, 99f 


pluralist theory, 443 
postmodernist theories, 20 
power and, 21z, 24 
power elite theory, 443-444, 448 
social reproduction theory, 354 
social structure and, 21+, 22-24, 22f 
split labor market theory, 275 
standpoint theory, 20, 122-123 
strain theory, 199-200, 200f 
* structural-functionalist theories, 
18-19, 21, 214, 22-24, 22f 
290-295 
symbolic interactionist theories, 
19-21, 21¢, 68, 192, 488 
theory-research dynamic, 39-41 
world systems theory, 417, 475-476 
The Social Transformation of American 
Medicine (Starr), 426 
social trends, 469 
society, 59 
Society for Women Engineers (SWE), 
298 
Society in America (Martineau), 16 
sociological imagination, 5 
sociological perspective, 5—6 
sociological thought 
Addams, Jane, 16f 17, 19, 412-413 
Comte, Auguste, 11 
Du Bois, W. E. B., 16-17, 16f 19, 
52, 262 


Durkheim, Emile (See Durkheim, 
Emile) 
Goffman, Erving, 20 
Ibn Khaldun, Abd al-Rahman, 23 
Martineau, Harriet, 16, 16f 
Mead, George Herbert, 20, 153, 
154-155 
Merton, Robert K., 19, 199-200, 
200f 
Parsons, Talcott, 18, 308 
Simmel, Georg, 20, 91 
Spencer, Herbert, 11, 18 
Weber, Max (See Weber, Max) 
sociologists at work 
community action for low-income 
families, 324 
community health, 428 
community organizing, 270 
concerns of, 6-7 
consumer research studies, 393 
diversity training, 73 
educational publishing, 363 
food security advocacy, 455, 455m 
hunt for Saddam Hussein, 89 
intercultural competencies, 73 
job market for, 8 
labor union research analysis, 130 
legal services to immigrant women, 
303 
occupational categories of, 468, 
468¢ 
organizational change, 179 
peace research, 451 
public opinion research, 43 
school financing, 356 
social activism, 23 
social change, 485 
teaching assistance in a deafblind 
program, 143 
U.S. Census Bureau and, 478 
sociology 
in Arab societies, 23 
areas of specialization in, 7 
challenge and hope of, 27 
common sense and, 6 
definition of, 5 
as a discipline, 6-7 
environmental sociology, 421 
gender in, 308-309 
health sociology, 426-430, 430m 
historical and social context of, 
7-11 
job market for, 8 
neurosociology, 154—155 
public sociology, 33 
sociological imagination, 5 
sociological perspective, 5—6 
sociology of health, 426-430, 430m 
soft power tactics, 115 
solidarity. See social solidarity 
solid waste, 422, 423 
The Souls of Black Folk (Du Bois), 16 
Sound of Music (film), 381 
Southern Cross, 67, 67f 
Soviet-style socialism, 129, 459 
Soviet Union 
glasnost and, 459 
gulags in, 459 
socialism in, 129, 459 
space shuttle tragedies, 93, 95 
“spiral of silence,” 441-443 
The Spirit Catches You and You Fall 
Down (Fadiman), 72 
spirit of capitalism, 332-333 
spirituality, 340-341. See also religion 
split labor market theory, 275 


sports, 40, 74 
sprawl, 418-419, 419f 
SPSS (Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences), 52 
standpoint theory, 20, 122-123 
Star Trek fans, 73-74, 74f 
state socialism, 129 
state terrorism, 453 
state violence against women, 302 
status attainment, 362-364, 364¢ 
status category, 168 
statuses 
ascribed vs. achieved, 90, 126, 168 
attainment of, 362—364, 364t 
definition of, 90, 168 
hierarchy of, 169 
inequality in, 124 
master status, 169, 192 
race and, 124, 169 
social interaction and, 168-169 
status hierarchy, 169 
status set, 168 
stealth advertising, 398 
stereotypes 
class, 167 
definition of, 166, 258 
gender, 285-286 
in the media, 166, 386 
racial and ethnic, 258, 263 
Thomas theorem and, 166, 166f 
stigma 
from body weight, 201 
definition of, 192 
from deviance, 192-193, 193f 196 
genetic explanations of, 196 
Stockholm Syndrome, 120 
Stonewall Riots, 309, 309f 
strain theory, 199-200, 200f 
stratification systems, 125-129, 224 
Street Corner Society (Whyte), 49 
street crime, 206 
stress, class inequality and, 230 
structural adjustment programs, 
246 
structural-functionalist theories. See 
also functional analysis 
core concepts and, 18, 21, 21¢ 
gender socialization and, 290-295 
interactions between people and 
structure, 22-24, 22f 
Merton on, 19 
Parsons on, 18 
on power, 112 
structural mobility, 228-229 
structural violence, 451 
structure, 22. See also social structure 
student activism, 122 
subcultures 
counterculture, 74 
definition of, 71 
deviant, 197-199, 214 
dominant culture and, 71 
in the United States, 72-74 
subjective dimension, 18 
subjectivity, 163-165 
subprime loans, 417 
suburbs 
in city zones, 414, 414f 
current changes in, 420 
environmental changes and, 420f 
health and, 429 
in postmodernity, 26 
social isolation in, 419—420 
sprawl and congestion in, 418-419, 
419f 


taxes in, 419 
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suburbs (continued) 
unintended consequences of, 469 
urban decline and, 418 
suicide 
by Foxconn employees, 240-241 
social basis of, 13-14, 14t 
by teenagers, 198 
types of, 14, 14¢ 
Suicide (Durkheim), 13-14 
sunbelt cities, 410-411, 411+ 
Super Bowl advertisements, 399 
surveillance, 206 
surveys 
data analysis from, 47 
definition of, 41 
designing questionnaires, 47 
interactive voice response, 428 
public opinion research by, 43 
sample surveyed, 42 
strengths and weaknesses of, 46¢ 
wording of questions in, 41-42 
sustainability, 423 
swastika, 67, 67f 
sweatshop labor, 98, 98f 
symbolic interactionist theories 
core concepts and, 21, 21 
early work on, 19-20 
framing issues and, 488 
labeling theory and, 192 
language and, 68 
micro-level analyses and, 20 
symbols 
beliefs and, 67, 67f 
cultural definitions of, 66, 66f 


in rites of passage, 39 


T 


tape recorders, 52 
TARP (Troubled Asset Relief 
Program), 445 
taxes 
on corporations, 239, 445 
cultural values and, 61, 61f 
inequality and, 238-240, 240f 
inheritance, 239-240, 445 
in suburbs, 419 
on the wealthy, 445, 446f 
Taylorism, 183-184, 184f 367 
Tea Party, 439, 442f 486 
technology. See also media; social 
networking, online 
globalization and, 473 
“green, 425 
impact on society, 391-392, 391f 
organizational environment and, 
180 
organizational structure and, 
184-185 
rural communities and, 421 
social change and, 470 
social research and, 52—53 
suburban isolation and, 420 
telephones, 100-102, 100f 101f 
102m 
Teenage Wasteland (Gaines), 198 
teens. See adolescence 
telenovelas, 81 
television. See also media 
globalization of, 81, 81f 
portrayals of class on, 382-383, 
382f 
socialization by, 139 
terrorism, 172, 453 
terrorist networks, 172 
texting, 101, 113f 
theism, 331 


theocratic societies, 62 

theory, 17-18, 39-41. See also social 
theory 

The Social Construction of Reality 
(Berger and Luckman), 167 

third-wave feminism, 309 

Thirteenth Amendment, 265 

Thomas theorem, 165-166, 166f 
329-330 

Time Warner, 178 

total institutions, 142, 143 

totalitarianism, 13 

Toyota Motor Corporation, 
information flow in, 95 

tracking, 360, 401 

traditional action, 99, 99f 

traditional authority, 119, 120f 

traditional monarchies, 437 

traffic fatalities, 32-33 

TRANSCEND, 451 

transgender people, 287, 289 

transnational corporations, 454, 473 

transnational identities, 473 


transnational migrants, 269-270, 271f 


transparency of methods, 33, 37, 48 
transsexuals, 289 

transvestites, 289 

“treadmill of production,” 424 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 261 
triads, 175f 

tummy tucks, 202 

Twitter. See social networking, online 
two-spirits, 288, 288f 


U 


UN Commission on Human Security, 


461 
underclass, 2254, 226-227 
unemployment, impact of, 96 
unilateral descent, 318 
unilateral power tactics, 116 
unintended consequences, 469 
unions. See labor unions 
United Farm Workers, 239, 261 
United States 
African Americans in, 264-266, 
267-268 
Asian Americans in, 266-267 
basic value orientations in, 62 
Census classification system in, 
256-257, 256f, 257f 
classes in, 224-227, 224f 225t 
cultural rituals in, 69-70 
culture war in, 62—63 
digital divide in, 388, 389f 389m 
divorce rates in, 324-325, 325f 
domestic violence in, 301 
dominant culture in, 71-72 
dominant ideology in, 70 


economic inequality in, 243, 244m, 


246-247, 246f 
education in history of, 348-349 
families and public policies in, 
328 
fertility rate in, 326-327 
food insecurity in, 455, 455m 
foreign-born population in, 271f 
globalization and, 97, 103, 477 
Hispanics in, 260-262 
individual orientation in, 60—61 
military funding in, 448, 448f 
449m 
multiculturalism in, 26, 76-79 
Native Americans in, 259-260, 
260m, 261f 
political parties in, 439, 439f 


poverty in, 233, 234f 235¢ 
racial school segregation in, 
358-359, 359m, 361 
red and blue states in, 63, 63f 
religion in, 64, 64f 333-336, 3347, 
335f 
same-sex marriage in, 307, 307m 
sexual revolution in, 305 
slavery in, 264-266, 265f 266f 
487 
subcultures in, 72—74 
voter turnout in, 441, 442+ 
WASPs and white ethnic groups in, 
262-264, 263f 
work uncertainty in, 370-371 
United Students Against Sweatshops 
(USAS), 98 
United We Dream, 252 
urbanization. See also cities 
division of labor and, 13 
global growth of, 410-411, 411+ 
globalization and, 417-418, 418f 
“growth machines” and, 415—416, 
416f 
industrialization and, 10-11 
in postmodernity, 25 
preindustrial cities, 409, 409f 410z 
rise of, 409—410, 410¢ 
suburbs, 26, 414, 418—420, 419f 
429, 469 
sunbelt cities, 410—411, 411+ 
USA Patriot Act of 2001, 450 
USA Today, 392f 
U.S. Census 
race, ethnicity, and, 256-257, 256f 
257f 
sexual orientation and, 306 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 131 
U.S. Constitution, slavery and, 265 
user-generated content, 386-387, 387f 
U.S. Supreme Court 
on affirmative action, 277 
on campaign funding, 131 
on capital punishment, 210 
on casinos on Indian reservations, 
268 
on the election of 2000, 441 
on interracial marriage, 278 
on racial school segregation, 358 
on sodomy laws, 307 


V 


valuative discrimination, 365 
value-neutrality, 48 
values 
culture and, 60-63, 602, 61f 
definition of, 60 
media and, 139 
social classes and, 138 
social movements and changes in, 
490, 490f 
in the United States, 62-63, 63f 
variables, 36 
varna system, 127 
verstehen, Weber on, 15, 19-20, 48 
vertical integration, 379, 380f 
video games, gender portrayals in, 44, 
45f, 294 
violence 
human trafficking, 302 
in postmodernity, 26 
school, 94, 94f 352 
structural, 451 
violent crime rates, 206-208, 207f, 
208f 
against women, 301-304, 302f 


Virginia Tech shootings, 94 

virtual communities, 407 

vitamin D, skin color and, 254—255 
volunteering, motivations for, 138 
voter turnout, 441, 442+ 


Ww 


wage discrimination, 365, 366f 
Wagner Act, 457 
waitresses, power of, 368 
Walton family, 225 
war 
definition of, 447 
military funding, 448, 448f 449m 
national security state and, 
447-448, 447f 
peace studies, 451 
in postmodernity, 26 
social impacts of, 162-163 
socialization for, 450—451 
terrorism, 453 
WASPs (White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants), 262—263 
water pollution, 421, 423. See also 
environment 
wealth 
Calvinism on, 15 
capitalist class and, 225-226, 225¢ 
definition of, 225 
high culture and, 74-75 
income vs., 272 
inherited, 225-226 
new vs. old, 232 
racial inequality of, 228, 228f 
272-273 
religion and, 15, 64, 64f 
social classes and, 225¢ 
in unregulated capitalism, 456 
wealthy class. See capitalist class 
(bourgeoisie) 
Weber, Max 
on class, 123, 223 
on legitimate and illegitimate 
power, 119-120 
photograph of, 12f 
on the Protestant ethic, 14-15, 
332-333, 470 
on rationalization of society, 15 
on religion, 332-333 
on social action, 99 
on social stratification, 123-124 
web sites, 387. See also Internet 
weddings, 323 
When Work Disappears (Wilson), 96 
White Americans 
hidden prejudice in, 275-276 
indentured servitude of, 264 
percentage in population, 267, 267¢ 
White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, 
262-263 
white ethnic groups, 263-264, 263f 
whiteness, 262 
White Anglo-Saxon Protestants 
(WASPs), 262-263 
white-collar crime, 204, 207 
whiteness, concept of, 262 
white supremacists, 198-199 


- Whose America? (Zimmerman), 351 


Why David Sometimes Wins (Ganz), 
239 
wikis, 185 
The Wire (HBO series), 383f 
withdrawal, discrimination and, 250 
women 
activism by, 191, 309, 487-488 
age at first marriage, 323, 323f 


body image and, 294 

conforming to expectations, 117 

criminal justice system and, 211, 
2u1f 

cultural oppression of, 78 

educational attainment of, 296, 
296f, 353, 353f 

educational mentoring of, 298 

empowerment of, 110-112 

face-covering veils on, 78, 78f 

feminism and, 309, 443, 443f 

gender wage gap, 365, 366f 

genital cutting of, 302-304 

glass ceiling and, 299 

human trafficking of, 302 

intersectionality theory and, 125, 
sy 

intimate partner violence and, 114 

justice for immigrant, 303 

in marathons, 284, 284f 285 

in the military, 452 

occupations of, 297¢, 298 

in patriarchy, 129-130 

political power and, 300, 300¢ 

poverty and, 234 

power tactics and, 116-117 

sexual harassment, 300-301 

as sociologists, 15-17, 16f 

violence against , 301-304, 302f 

voting rights of, 191, 309, 487 

workforce participation of, 
297-299, 297¢ 

Women’s Advocacy Project, 211 


Women’s Prison Association (WPA), 


sheen’ 


women’s rights 


comparable worth, 365 

in the 1960s and 1970s, 20 

suffrage movement, 191, 309, 
487-488 

in U.S. history, 287 


working class. See also class(es); 


inequality; work/workplace 
characteristics of, 2254, 226 
childrearing in, 236 
definition of, 222 
education and, 230-231, 236-237, 
355-356 
families in, 321 
health care and, 230 
jobs and, 231-232 
Marx on, 222 
media portrayals of, 382-383, 382f 
military service and, 452—453, 452f 
political participation by, 444 
public assistance for, 240 
whiteness in, 262 


work/workplace. See also labor unions 


alienated labor in, 394 

average hourly earnings in, 364t 
bracero program, 261, 271 

child labor, 144-145, 144f 
comparable worth, 365 

cultural norms in, 73 
educational system and, 349, 


355-356 


emotional labor, 370 

emotions and, 171 

employee benefits, 227, 231-232, 
237, 238f 

environmental hazards in, 424 

gender roles in, 291-292, 296-299, 
297t 

gender wage gap in, 365, 366f 

in the Gilded Age of industrialism, 
456-457 

glass ceiling in, 299 

globalization and, 97, 103, 475 

health care and, 427, 428 

indentured servitude, 264 

job growth projections, 230+ 

job satisfaction in, 364-365, 365¢ 

labor laws, 49-50, 233, 238, 239, 
368 

managers in, 366-367, 366 

occupational prestige in, 364, 
364t 

organizational culture in, 178, 
368-369 

organizational environment in, 
178-180 

owners of, 366, 366t 

poverty and, 233, 234, 235¢ 

power in, 365-368, 366f, 366t, 
368f 

professionals in, 366¢, 367 

retirement from, 147-148, 147f 

scientific management in, 183-184, 


184f 


sexual harassment in, 300-301 
sexual identity and, 307 
slavery, 264-266, 265f 266f 
social class and, 231-232 
social functions of, 96 
socialization in, 141, 369-370 
social network ties in, 173-174 
specialization of labor in, 408—409 
status attainment and, 362-364, 
364t 
sweatshop labor, 98, 98f 
unemployment impact, 96 
women in, 296-299, 2971, 365 
word-of-mouth hiring practices 
in, 273 
workplace changes, 227 
“work to rule,” 183 
World Bank, 245-246, 473 
World of Warcraft, 156f 
World Social Forum, 476f 
world systems analysis, 245 
world systems theory, 245, 417, 
475-476 
World Trade Organization (WTO), 
246 


X 


xenophobia, 77, 77f 
X Games, 214, 214f 


Z 


zero population growth, 483 
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Applying Sociological Theory 


Theory is integral to the discipline 
of sociology and is covered in every 
chapter of Experience Sociology. 
This list provides a sample of the 
application of sociology’s major 
theoretical perspectives to key 
sociological issues. The numbers in 
parentheses indicate chapters. 


OVERVIEW OF SOCIOLOGICAL 

THEORY 

Role of theory in sociological 
research (2) 

Sociology’s common ground: culture, 
structure, and power (1) 

Sociology’s major theoretical 
perspectives (1) 


STRUCTURAL FUNCTIONALISM 

Addams and urban sociology (15) 

And culture, structure, power (1) 

Cultural lag (17) 

Culture and prejudice (10) 

Culture wars (3) 

Debt and dissatisfaction (14) 

Demography and population change 
(17) 

Deviance: boundaries, solidarity, and 
innovation (8) 

Durkheim (1) 

Durkheim on deviance (8) 

Economy and social cohesion (16) 

Functions of class (9) 

Functions of religion (12) 

Functions of schooling (13) 

Functions of the family (12) 

Functions of the media (14) 

Gender stratification (11) 

Global culture, structure, and power 
(17) 

Government regulation of media (14) 

Groups and organizations (7) 

Herbert Spencer (1) 

Human ecology (15) 

Ideas and change (17) 

Institutional interrelationships (4) 

Moral education (13) 

Multiculturalism’s critics (3) 

Nature of work (4) 

Organic and mechanical solidarity 
(15) 

Organizations and structure (4) 

Parsons and power (5) 

Place, people, relationships (15) 

Promoting values via socialization (6) 

Religion (3) 

Rituals (2) 

Sacred/Profane (12) 

Social cohesiveness (3) 

Socialization (11) 

Socialization and social control (8) 

Solidarity and team success (2) 


Statuses and roles (4) 
Strain theory (8) 
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